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Abstract
This thesis explores the prevalence of food insecurity at Bucknell and examines the contributing
factors. Two research questions frame the present study: 1) What factors contribute to food
insecurity on Bucknell’s campus? And 2) How do students at Bucknell experience food
insecurity? Additionally, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on college student food
insecurity is explored. The theoretical framework used in this thesis is Bourdieu’s theory of
social reproduction. This framework coupled with a phenomenological approach to analyzing the
data are the most appropriate for the present study because food insecurity is a systemic
phenomenon, maintained by institutions but lived as an individual experience. Prior literature is
reviewed in order to understand the scope of this issue on college campuses. Similar to the pilot
study (Curtin 2019), the current study found a presence of food insecurity at Bucknell. The
current study found that this presence was dramatically increased by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Additionally, findings show adverse effects of food insecurity on student’s academic and social
lives as well as negative health impacts. This issue at Bucknell has roots in the unwillingness of
University administrators to be transparent with and listen to their students.
Keywords: food insecurity, COVID-19, College, Administration
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Food Insecurity at Bucknell University: A Look at Student Experiences and Contributing Factors
Chapter One: $1400 for Seven Meals per Week
The image of the "broke" college student, surviving on instant noodles and mac &
cheese, is common in U.S. society. Indeed, many college students pay enormous sums of money
to their institutions, take on increasingly more substantial debt, and may not have enough money
in their bank accounts to make a venti latte from Starbucks part of their daily routine. However,
there is another side to this image that is quite the opposite of funny; the all too real starving
college student.
Food insecurity is an issue that can be seen worldwide, nationally, as well as in smaller
communities. According to Hunger + Health, food insecurity can be defined as "a lack of
available financial resources for food at the household level" (Hunger + Health Website, para. 2).
It is important to note that this definition of food insecurity is subjective because different
sources have different definitions for this issue. According to a 2017 report published by the
United States Department of Agriculture, the food insecurity rate for the general US population
was 12% (Freudenberg, 2019), but food insecurity studies from the same year among college
students "found rates ranging from 20% to more than 50%" (p. 1652). This disparity among food
insecurity rates between college students and the general United States population begs the
question of what factors contribute to food insecurity on college campuses. Freudenberg et al.
(2019) list several factors that contribute to food insecurity among college students: increasing
college costs, growth in the proportion of college students that face financial challenges, a
decline in the purchasing power of the Pell Grant (the main federal subsidy for low-income
undergraduate students), a decrease in the value of the minimum wage, and a decrease in the
amount money that colleges are able to put towards financial aid for students. Food insecurity
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happens at colleges and universities of all types and sizes across the country and the world.
Bucknell University is one of the smaller communities in which food insecurity is present despite
its reputation as a wealthy University.
Throughout the last five years (2016-2020), between 9 and 10% of Bucknell students
have been Pell Grant recipients (Bucknell Office of Institutional Research). In addition, a survey
of Bucknell students in 2019 found that 33% of respondents thought that the food at Bucknell
was too expensive (Bucknell Office of Institutional Research). A survey conducted by the Food
and Nutrition Task Force in 2020 found similar results of students stating that the meal plans
were too expensive, they could not afford to eat balanced meals, and they had to cut the sizes of
their meals or skip meals (Food and Nutrition Task Force Report, 2020, p. 13-17). The results of
these surveys indicate the dissatisfaction with dining that is common among students at
Bucknell.
Food insecurity gained prominence at Bucknell in 2017 through an article written in The
Bucknellian (Bucknell’s student-run newspaper) titled "Food insecurity persists nationally but
lacks attention on campus." This article, though it lacked statistical information regarding the
prevalence of food insecurity at Bucknell, confirmed the presence of food insecurity and the
concerns surrounding this issue from faculty members and students alike (Nicolai, 2017). Since
then, various groups on campus have sought to raise awareness of this growing issue through
demonstrations, infographics, and other forms of media. Additionally, more research on this
topic has been conducted and has confirmed the prevalence of food insecurity. Curtin (2019)
found that at Bucknell there were many "silent strugglers," or students who struggle with food
insecurity but chose not to disclose this information to others given the stigma surrounding it.
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The COVID-19 pandemic provides an additional lens through which to look at the issue
of food insecurity, as it has worsened this issue on a national scale. According to a report
published by Feeding America (2020), "the repercussions [of the COVID-19 pandemic] include
added hardship for populations already facing challenges making ends meet, as well as a
significant increase in the number of people experiencing food insecurity in 2020" (p. 13).
Comparing poverty levels and unemployment rates during the pandemic to those seen during the
Great Recession, another report published by Feeding America (2020) predicted a worst-case
scenario of an additional 17.1 million Americans facing food insecurity as a result of COVID-19.
As this report outlined, many people who previously did not have the financial means to support
themselves will face the impacts of this pandemic the most severely.
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, many people in America and around the world
have suffered a change in their access to food, especially nutritious food. One of the reasons that
these numbers are cause for concern is the fact that the coronavirus attacks the immune system, a
part of the human body that is weakened by food insecurity which, according to Oxford
Languages, includes having unreliable access to nutritious foods (Yazdanpanah et al., 2020).
Curtin (2019) found that foods that are the cheapest and most accessible are high in
carbohydrates and sodium and that these foods are often the most relied upon by those who are
food insecure. Relying on these cheaper foods can lead to adverse health effects.
Beyond changes in food insecurity nationally during the pandemic, the pandemic also
brought about significant changes to campus dining. Every campus that maintained residency
during the fall 2020 semester made big changes to dining plans whether through changes in meal
plans and/or the way in which students acquired their food. Many complaints about these
changes could be found in popular media through outlets such as TikTok or Instagram. One New
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York Times article (Rosa, 2020) reported on viral TikTok videos of students documenting the
food that they received while isolating in university-provided quarantine housing. One TikTok
user was forced to put a sign on her door that read "PLEASE DON’T SKIP MY ROOM FOR
FOOD," (Rosa, 2020, para. 9) while others complained about the quality of the food. One
student from the University of Georgia reported having a "salad" that consisted of "greens and a
slice of tomato in a plastic bag" (Rosa, 2020, para.19).
Bucknell was one of the schools forced to make dining changes as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic. A once buzzing student center was reduced to stickers on the floor
marking 6-foot distances between students and a la carte meals that students could customize
ceased to exist. The former meal plan options included a combination of dining dollars and meal
swipes priced at various amounts with a minimum plan costing $700. However, in July 2020,
that minimum price was doubled to $1400. With the new options, students were required to
choose between meal plans that allowed for a certain amount of swipes per week to be used in a
buffet-style manner in all dining facilities. Many students were outraged at the fact that the
$1400 meal plan only allowed for seven meals per week, a significant change from what $1400
previously allowed one to purchase in the dining facilities. Additionally, complaints about a
decrease in the quality of the food being served during the fall 2020 semester were ubiquitous. It
is within this context that the present study was framed.

Objectives/Purpose + Research Question
Two research questions frame the present study: 1) What factors contribute to food
insecurity on Bucknell’s campus? And 2) How do students at Bucknell experience food
insecurity? In other words, what areas of a student’s life are impacted by their experience of food
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insecurity? The current study examines how recent changes in the meal plan and the increased
public awareness of this issue through social media have impacted the experience of food
insecurity on Bucknell’s campus. The goals of this study are to both increase awareness of food
insecurity on campus and push for solutions to this growing problem.
Project Description
The research for this project was an expansion of the pilot research project that was
conducted during the fall of 2019. The pilot study found a presence of food insecurity on
Bucknell’s campus as well as a stigma surrounding this experience. In addition, the pilot study
found negative impacts of food insecurity on student’s social and academic lives as well as
negative health impacts. In the months since that pilot study, food insecurity has grown
nationally and become exponentially worse due to the outbreak of COVID-19. The stress of the
global pandemic and a change in the meal plan system heightened the issue of food insecurity on
Bucknell’s campus. These two factors increase the importance of my research and provide new
lenses through which to look at food insecurity at Bucknell.
A phenomenological approach was used to collect and analyze the data in this study. Data
analysis and participant observation were conducted and triangulated with five in-depth
interviews of Bucknell students who self-identified as food insecure. The data were coded
thematically in order to examine common themes and draw conclusions about the student
experience of food insecurity at Bucknell.
The theoretical framework of the present study is Bourdieu’s theory of social
reproduction, with specific attention to his concept of habitus. This framework is the most
appropriate for this project because it is used to explain how social institutions influence the way
in which one views their belonging in specific social environments. In the context of this study, it
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is used to determine how food insecurity, a phenomenon maintained by Bucknell, influences the
way in which students see themselves fitting into the Bucknell community. Additionally, this
theory is used to analyze the decisions made by Bucknell administrators regarding this issue on
campus.
Significance
This project is significant and important because it amplifies the voices of food insecure
students at Bucknell and calls on Bucknell administrators to make real changes. Bucknell
administrators have a moral obligation to support students and reduce the barriers that hinder
their success from the moment that they are admitted to this school. This research examines
food, a basic need and a central component of that moral obligation, and the ways in which
Bucknell creates barriers for students by perpetuating food insecurity. This research is significant
to the Education Department because, as the data will show, food insecurity impacts all areas of a
student’s life, including academics, making it challenging for them to flourish as a student.
Similar to the pilot study (Curtin 2019), the current study found a presence of food
insecurity at Bucknell. The current study found that this presence was dramatically increased by
the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, findings show adverse effects of food insecurity on
student’s academic and social lives, as well as negative health impacts. This issue at Bucknell
has roots in the unwillingness of University administrators to be transparent with and listen to
students.
In this thesis, I will discuss the theoretical framework through which I analyzed this issue
both in the literature and in my own qualitative research. I will then present a summary of the
literature on food insecurity on college campuses followed by a chapter on my methodology,
methods, and positionality. Chapter Four presents my own research on food insecurity at
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Bucknell. I conclude in Chapter Five by examining connections and contradictions between the
literature and my research, drawing conclusions based on these connections and contradictions,
and making suggestions for further research on this issue.
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Chapter Two: What Does it Mean to be Food Insecure at College?
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework that will inform all aspects of this research study is Pierre
Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction. Social reproduction is an institutional phenomenon and
occurs when the capital, or resources and knowledge, of some groups is validated or
delegitimized by institutional actors or policy. Institutions create a set of "expectations" for their
members to follow, which includes those forms of capital that are valuable at the specific
institution and which are not. Given that social reproduction is maintained by institutions but
lived as an individual experience, these expectations influence the way in which members value
the capital that they possess. An example of this phenomenon would be the expectation from
high school administrators that low-income students would not perform academically as well as
their upper-class peers, creating a glass ceiling for these students and causing them to see
themselves in the same way. The experience is cyclical in nature, as this embodiment can also be
created by the experiences of people close to the individual, including parents, siblings, and
peers. This theory is used to explain why schools are less able to produce their promise of social
mobility. Three components of this theory that will be explained in the following paragraphs and
used to demonstrate the impact of food insecurity on college students are habitus, capital, and
field.
Habitus is the main component of this theory and it encompasses the expectations set by
an institution be it at a school, in a neighborhood, or within a family. Habitus occurs on a societal
level, as certain places have certain habitus that are known by the people that inhabit them. In
Bourdieu’s theory, the space where experiences of habitus occur is known as the field. The field
is important because it allows individuals to give reason to their experiences of habitus by
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providing context for the situation. Habitus includes various forms of capital which are
determined through social reproduction. In other words, habitus is the mechanism through which
social reproduction occurs. On an individual level, the habitus of an environment influences the
way in which people see themselves fitting into that environment based on their own perception
of their capital. This dynamic can create borders among individuals as it is difficult to understand
someone else’s experience of habitus, despite experiencing the same field as them. Two people
who sit in different power positions within a contiguous field likely have different points of view
on important issues such as food insecurity.
There are various forms of capital that constitute habitus; however, the three forms that
are relevant to the current study are cultural capital, social capital, and economic capital. Perhaps
the most valuable in a specified setting such as a college campus, cultural capital refers to
knowledge of cultural norms and codes and knowing how to behave according to habitus
expectations. Social capital refers to the relationships that one possesses and their social network
while economic capital is one’s access to money and monetary resources. These forms of capital
are especially relevant at a small, wealthy university like Bucknell.
In this theory, Bourdieu speaks about social reproduction in the context of education
saying and argues that "education plays an important role in aiding and abetting the reproduction
of social inequality" (Tzanakis, 2011, p. 76). Tzanakis (2011) explains that the way in which this
reproduction occurs in schools is through the rewarding of capital which favors upper and
middle-class children while excluding lower-class children. In this way, social class status is
remade in institutions such as schools which, ironically, are meant to promote social mobility.
Henry (2014) defines capital as "the resources individuals use to play the game of the field in
which they are in," (p. 64) and says that "various dispositions that individuals bring as a result of
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habitus will not be equally recognized or valued in various fields, due to the fact that fields also
have habitus associated with them" (p. 64). She also lists the types of capital as economic,
social, linguistic, symbolic, and cultural, and says that capital informs one’s habitus (2014). The
places in which socialization and the promotion of capital occurs are what Bourdieu refers to as
"fields." Henry (2014) provides examples of fields such as schools and public locations
describing them as "social institutions where there are norms for behavior implied" (p.62). The
fact that specific norms are present within fields creates a habitus for each one which influences
the way in which people act there. The final aspect of Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction
that is extremely relevant to the current study is habitus. Bourdieu defines habitus as
"dispositions which incline agents to act and react in certain ways" (Bourdieu 1991: 12, as cited
in Henry 2014, p. 61). Henry (2014) labels this as giving an individual a "feel for the game" (p.
61). In other words, it presents individuals with context for the way that they should behave in
certain situations.
The "field" of Bucknell is a large one with a lot of variety of people who "play" on it.
Bucknell students fall along a continuum of socioeconomic statuses with two very polarizing
ends of the spectrum. According to data from the Office of Institutional Research and Planning at
Bucknell, the percentage of students who have received financial aid via the Pell Grant has been
around 10% over the past five years. (Bucknell Office of Institutional Research & Planning,
Enrollment Dashboard). Pell Grant recipients meet some of the firmest criteria for needing
financial support and come from the lowest income populations. Additionally, the percentage of
first-generation students has been between 12 and 10 over the last five years (Bucknell Office of
Institutional Research & Planning, Enrollment Dashboard). On the other end of the continuum,
those in the upper-class at Bucknell make their position known by creating a scene of wealth and
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privilege including fancy cars, and designer brands. These facts demonstrate the polarity of
Bucknell students in terms of resources which, according to Bourdieu’s theory, shows polarity in
students’ capital. Food insecurity greatly alters one’s social capital which puts food insecure
students at a disadvantage in a "field" like Bucknell where wealth is a norm. This circumstance is
extremely ironic given that college attendance is meant to enhance social mobility, especially for
lower-income and first-generation students, but food insecurity can compromise and hinder this
social mobility. Institutions that turn a blind eye to issues such as food insecurity are creating
stigma surrounding being food insecure and therefore furthering the stratification of students.
Looking at food insecurity through the lens of Bourdieu’s social reproduction theory will allow
for a better understanding of the way food insecure students view themselves on Bucknell’s
campus.
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus will be used to inform the analysis of this thesis. The
experiences of Bucknell’s habitus, especially as it relates to food insecurity, will be explored
through participant’s testimonies. Additionally, the differences in experiences between
administrators and students will be examined to explore effective interventions for this issue and
preventative measures for the future.
While Bourdieu’s theory serves as a method of understanding the theoretical nature of
this issue, existing literature on food insecurity outlines the scope of the problem, including
experiences of those who are food insecure and contributing factors, both nationally and on
college campuses.
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Literature Review
Overview of the Problem
Food insecurity is a social issue that has impacted low-income populations around the
United States and around the world for many years. It is a topic that is often misunderstood, as
many people believe that it centers around hunger. In reality, although hunger is one of the key
components of this problem, food insecurity encompasses other factors such as the affordability
of food, the cultural and religious appropriateness of food, and the availability of healthy and
nutritional food. Due to the variance in experiences among food insecure students, this issue is
one that is situational rather than universal. This misconception that food insecurity is the same
as hunger often leads to false ideas about the experience of students. The significance of this
misconception is that the solutions offered, such as food pantries, often do not address the roots
of the problem.
Though food insecurity impacts people all over the country, one place in the United
States that has seen a rise in food insecurity in recent years is college campuses. Due to the
increasing accessibility of college during the last decade, food insecurity ratings have spiked
(Hughes et al, 2011). Camelo and Elliot (2019) argue that while college and postsecondary
school enrollment has increased in recent years (as cited in Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013),
specifically for minority populations such as non-traditional students, ethnic minority students,
and low-income families (as cited in Baum, Kurose, & McPherson, 2013), the affordability of
college is decreasing (as cited in Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 2013; Goldrick-Rab, 2016) therefore
causing these students to be more susceptible to food insecurity. A recent (2021) study reported
that estimates from universities across the country showed percentages of food insecure students
ranging from 10% to 75% (Ellison et al., 2021; Nikolaus et al., 2020). While this is a large range,
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the averages were between 35% and 42% (Ellison et al., 2021; Bruening et al., 2017) which
prove to be alarming given that, in the United States "in 2019, nearly 9.8% of U.S. adults lived in
food insecure households'' (Ellison et al., 2021; Coleman-Jensen et al., 2020).
The presence of food insecurity research on college campuses has led many to
understand the difference between hunger and food insecurity. Most universities do not allow
students to starve, yet, it is clear through the abundance of research studies that there are students
on most if not all campuses who are classified as "food insecure." There is no universal
definition of food insecurity found in the literature due to the fact that research studies use their
own definitions to find participants and analyze their results. Some of these variations of the
definition include "limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate foods" (Wood 2018,
p. 142, as cited in Feeding America, 2014, p. 2), and "limited or uncertain availability of
nutritionally adequate and safe foods or uncertain ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially
acceptable ways" (Phillips, McDaniel, and Croft, 2018, p. 353, as cited in Anderson, 1990, p.
1560). More discussion on a universal definition of food insecurity will occur in chapter 4.
Additionally, though there is an increasing amount of research on food insecurity on
college campuses, there is not yet a universal measurement for food insecurity among college
students. One study conducted by Nikolaus et al. (2020) demonstrated the vast variation in how
food insecurity (FI) is assessed on college campuses. Nikolaus et al. (2020) report on the
challenges of measuring food insecurity among college students saying "it is difficult to evaluate
whether a FI assessment protocol is identifying "true" FI, as this is an inherently subjective social
condition" (p. 12). This information 1) raises concern about students who are food insecure being
overlooked when it comes to intervention attempts and 2) provides some insight into the reasons
behind the occurrence of this problem.
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With a better understanding of what food insecurity is, the question now changes to why why are there so many students in universities across the world that face this serious issue, and
what are the factors that contribute to its presence on college campuses? Fortunately, the increase
in food insecurity on college campuses has driven research on this issue, as many wonder why
institutions, as well-funded as many American universities, have students who do not know
where their next meal is going to come from. This literature review responds to these questions
and will be organized using a combination of chronological and thematic styles. First, the history
of food insecurity research on college campuses will be presented. Following this, themes of
academic, social, and health consequences of food insecurity will be discussed using the personal
experiences of students at various institutions. The chronological style will then resume as I will
present recent research on the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on food insecurity, both
nationally and on college campuses. I will then explore the theme of institutional-level changes
that have been made in response to this pressing issue. To conclude this chapter, suggestions for
change will be presented and analyzed.

History of Food Insecurity Research
The study of food insecurity experienced by students dates back to 1960 (Henry 2017).
However, most research on food insecurity on college campuses attributes the first published
work conducted by Chaparro and colleagues at the University of Hawai’i at Mānoa (2009).
Chaparro and her colleagues (2009) conducted a quantitative study examining possible
predictors of food insecurity among college students. Researchers surveyed four hundred and
forty-one non-freshman students and found that 45% of respondents were either food insecure or
at risk of being food insecure (Chaparro et al 2009). Though this study reported on one
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university, results still showed significant evidence of this issue with approximately one in four
students reporting having one or two indicators of food insecurity. Chaparro et al. call on other
researchers to conduct similar studies at other universities in order to "enable policy makers to
both assess the magnitude of the problem and to formulate effective strategies to reduce its
prevalence" (Chaparro et al 2009, p. 2102). This call to action seemed to be successful, as this
issue has become very popular in research throughout the past decade. According to Henry
(2017) "there has been an increase in the national awareness and discussion of food insecurity
and hunger on U.S. college campuses in the past few years" (p. 6). Indeed "the College and
University Food Bank Alliance (CUFBA) reports a growth from one campus food pantry in 2007
to 450 campus food pantries in early 2017. In addition to establishing food pantries, a few
universities are conducting research to gauge how many students are food insecure and to
identify indicators of food security" (Henry 2017, p. 6). These studies show the results of food
insecurity on student experiences. Themes that arise from these are academic, social, and health
consequences of food insecurity on a college student’s life, as these are the most consistent
impacts throughout the literature on this issue.

Academic consequences
In order to understand the importance of combating food insecurity on college campuses,
it is first important to understand just how detrimental the impacts can be on multiple areas of
student life. Academic performance is among the factors that befall students living with high
levels of food insecurity. Henry (2017) conducted a study on food insecurity at the University of
North Texas and reports on the academic performance of students experiencing food insecurity.
This was an ethnographic, exploratory study, in which interviews with twenty-seven food
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insecure students and five focus groups comprised of food secure students were conducted. The
results show the impacts that food insecurity has on students. Henry (2017) writes "Eight
participants cited dropping grades due to hunger and about half experienced difficulty
concentrating. Twelve female participants reported poor concentration and were more likely to
report lacking energy and dropping grades" (Henry 2017, p. 14). Henry (2017) also quotes many
students as they explain how hunger impacts their academic performance. One student reported
leaving class to go to work in order to make more money to afford food, while another reported
being so hungry that they fell asleep in class (Henry 2017).
Allen and Alleman (2019) found similar results in their study conducted at a private
institution. This was a qualitative study that used a phenomenological approach and interviewed
ten students. Interview topics included "participant’s food experiences as children, college choice
perceptions and processes, academic experiences, how they spent their time outside of class,
experiences with food scarcity, strategies for managing it, sources of support, insights or lessons
gained from their food insecurity experiences, and their recommendations for institutional
solutions to college student food insecurity" (Allen and Alleman 2019, p. 11-12). These authors
reported on the experiences of students at "Status U", some of which were extreme. One girl
reported passing out during class due to a lack of eating that day, while another reported having
hunger-induced migraines. One of the subjects in this study was a self-named "seventh year
senior" due to having to take off multiple semesters to work (Allen and Alleman 2019).
The results found in the qualitative studies reflect similar findings in quantitative
examinations, such as one study conducted at a university in Appalachia. McArthur et al. (2018)
surveyed one thousand and ninety-three students on questions relating to their feelings about
food and experiences surrounding food access (McArthur et al. 2018). Findings from the
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statistical analyses suggest that "Scores on the AFSS [Adult Food Security Survey] were
significantly negatively correlated, although to a small degree, with GPA which suggested that
food insecure students tended to meet with less academic success" (McArthur et al. 2018, p.
568). Even more interesting are the results of the subject’s self-reported academic success.
According to McArthur and colleagues (2018), a significantly lower portion (n=373, 80.0% vs
n=501, 91.4%) of food insecure students rated their overall progress in school, class attendance,
attention in class, and understanding of concepts taught in class as "good" or "excellent"
compared to food secure students (p. 568).
The results of all three of these studies can be combined to draw several important
conclusions about the impacts that food insecurity has on a student’s academic performance. The
most important conclusion from the results of these articles is that food insecurity creates an
unfair playing field by limiting the amount of effort a food insecure student can put into
academics. This is true both physically in terms of focus and tiredness, as well as logistically
with students having to go to a job instead of going to class or buy food instead of textbooks.
These negative impacts are seen regardless of the type of institution food insecure students
attend, whether that be private, public, or graduate. Unfortunately, academics are not the only
aspect of college that food insecure students are forced to negotiate in a strategic way.

Social consequences
While academics are advertised as the main reason for attending college or university,
college is also a time for significant social growth. There are countless opportunities for social
interaction on college campuses, whether it be through clubs, events, or volunteering, all of
which food insecure students miss out on as a result of their food insecurity. Broton and
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Goldrick-Rab (2016) reported in their longitudinal, qualitative study that of the three thousand
students surveyed during their first semester of college, 80% of them cut back on social activities
in order to make ends meet and be able to afford food, among other costs associated with
attending a university. Allen and Alleman (2019) also explored the social implications of food
insecurity by conducting an exploratory, qualitative study at an affluent private institution. They
separated student experiences into three categories: friends as a source of shame and support;
navigating social class stereotypes and expectations; and the importance of campus involvement
despite struggles with food. Their study highlighted the social component of eating, citing
specific examples such as going out to eat and students feeling the need to generate excuses
about why they had little to eat (Allen and Alleman, 2019). These experiences further isolate
food insecure students from their peers.
Excuses were something that came up during a lot of the conversations with the students
interviewed in Allen and Alleman’s study. One boy recalled using a busy academic schedule as
an excuse not to eat a meal with friends (Allen and Alleman 2019). These comments draw
specific attention to the shame and embarrassment that is felt by students who are food insecure.
This feeling proved to be especially true for the students in this study because of the fact that
they attended a wealthy private institution. The students reported struggling when hearing
conversations about which designer items their peers were going to buy when they couldn’t even
afford food (Allen and Alleman 2019). When speaking about campus involvement, the students
in the study agreed that it was challenging to be involved in extracurriculars while also balancing
academics, jobs, and food. Many reported dropping out of organizations that they enjoyed. One
student also spoke about the price of events on campus, such as sporting events, saying "‘Going
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to football games and spending $8 on water. I hate that. I’m like, ‘This is extortion.’" (Allen and
Alleman 2019, p. 22).
Henry (2017) reported similar findings when interviewing both food insecure and food
secure students. According to her study, both food secure and insecure students felt awkward
discussing food insecurity. Food insecure students reported not wanting to go out to eat with their
food secure friends for fear of the embarrassment of not being able to afford their meal, while
food secure students reported feeling awkward about bringing up food insecurity to their food
insecure friends for fear of embarrassing them (Henry 2017). The silence created in these
exchanges reinforces the shame and stigma often felt by those who experience food insecurity.
The students that Henry (2017) interviewed also raised the stereotype of a "broke college
student" being normal, which Henry (2017) says contributes to the confusion and stigma
surrounding food insecurity. Students reported feeling shameful that they were unable to provide
for themselves and guilt about using outside resources. As one student expressed, "The shame of
it. I worry that someone else needs it more than me. If we don’t have food, we just don’t eat"
(Henry 2017, p. 11). Powerful statements from two of the participants in this study emphasize
the social consequences that food insecurity carries. One participant said "‘I struggle silently’
because, in the end, ‘everybody wants to keep their dignity,’" while another added "making
friends itself is expensive, so I don’t really have a huge support network either. Just kind of
isolated. It ties into poverty. Poverty isolates you" (Henry 2017, p. 11-12). This isolation, while
experienced socially, can also lead to detrimental health impacts.

Health consequences
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The final consequence frequently experienced by college students who struggle with food
insecurity is health outcomes. Food insecurity takes a toll on student health both mentally and
physically. Bruening and colleagues (2018) examined the negative health impacts of food
insecurity on the body in a mixed-methods, longitudinal study. They used a sample of two
hundred and nine university freshmen who were analyzed four times throughout their first year at
a university in Arizona. Participants evaluated and self-reported on a variety of different
personal factors including "eating, alcohol, physical activity, sleep, and mental health" (p. 2). The
research showed that "[Short-term effects such as] meal patterns, perceptions of healthful eating,
physical activity on campus, and mental health, were related to concurrent food insecurity" (p. 6)
and were more notable. Additionally, the researchers found that "Concurrent [food insecurity]
was associated with nearly two times higher the odds of experiencing high levels of stress and
depressed mood" (Bruening et al 2018, p. 8).
Similar results were found in a study conducted at a large, public university in the
mid-Atlantic. Payne-Sturges and fellow researchers (2018) examined the associations between
food insecurity and a variety of factors including "demographics, student status, economic
factors (e.x. personal and family income, financial aid), housing stability, living arrangements,
academic performance, and self-rated physical health" (p. 350). Payne-Sturges (2018) surveyed
two hundred and thirty seven undergraduate students asking a variety of questions about food
insecurity, academic performance, living arrangements, and health. Through completing a
multivariate logistic regression analysis, Payne-Sturges et al. (2018) found that "food insecure
students were more likely to report inability to eat balanced meals (80%), eating less (69%), and
being hungry (69%)" (p. 350). These results show clear negative health implications as the
majority of food insecure students were not following the "typically recommended" diet of three,
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nutritional meals a day. Payne-Sturges (2018) also found that "food insecure and [students at risk
for food insecurity] were more likely to report their overall health as fair, poor, or very poor and
reported lower energy levels compared with food secure students. Food insecure students
reported more frequent depression symptoms (little interest, feeling down, feeling tired, poor
appetite, and feeling bad about oneself)" (p. 350). Similarly, a quantitative study conducted by
Umeda et al (2021), at a southwestern state school which specifically served Hispanic-American
students and had vast enrollment diversity, found that food insecurity was positively associated
with depression. These negative mental health impacts interfere both with social and academic
college life, as discussed in the preceding paragraphs.
One final study, McArthur et al. (2018), examined the health impacts that food insecurity
has on college students through a cross-sectional, quantitative study of college students at a
school in Appalachia. A survey of 73 items including food security status, money expenditure,
coping strategies, academic progress, and social support for food assistance was sent out to 6,000
participants. Also included in the survey were questions related to "demographic, economic and
anthropometric variables, and BMI was calculated from them self-reported height and weight,"
and the researchers explained that, "the questionnaire concluded by eliciting information on
self-rated health status, and food preparation and intake behavior" (p. 565). McArthur et al.
(2018) found that one of the five greatest coping methods used by the food insecure students was
purchasing cheap foods such as frozen pizza, candy, and ramen noodles. They also compared the
results of their survey between food insecure students and food secure students and found some
interesting differences. Similar to the results shown by Payne-Sturges (2018) "the proportion of
students who rated their health as poor or fair was 3 times greater among food insecure than food
secure students" (McArthur 2018, p. 568). Also found was that "the 2 food groups identified by
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food insecure students comprising most of the foods they consumed were grain and cereal
products and dairy foods, whereas food secure students most often identified grain and cereal
products and vegetables and vegetable juices" (McArthur 2018, p. 569). Additionally, "a greater
proportion of food insecure students were overweight or obese by BMI" (McArthur 2018, p.
568). This outcome was not surprising given her last finding related to the relationship between
food insecurity and poor health. These findings show the difference in diets among food insecure
and food secure students which clearly plays a role in overall health. The COVID-19 pandemic
also impacted health around the globe.

The Impact of COVID-19 on Food Security
As was previously cited in chapter one, the COVID-19 pandemic has multiplied the
negative impacts on food insecurity in the United States. An increase of an additional 17 million
Americans facing food insecurity as a result of this pandemic has been projected, though it will
be difficult to gauge the true impact until America sees a significant improvement in the
pandemic (Gundersen et al., 2020). It is not surprising that low-income Americans have been the
most severely affected by both the pandemic and the social changes that it caused. According to
Wolfson and Leung (2020), "for every basic needs challenge, food insecure adults were
significantly more likely to report facing that challenge," (p.1) especially the
government-recommended stockpiling of food and other supplies (Wolfson and Leung, 2020).
The loss of employment and household income associated with the COVID-19 pandemic
correlates with an increased likelihood of experiencing food insecurity (Raifman et al., 2021).
This increase in food insecurity as a result of COVID-19 is not unique to the United States and
can be seen nationally. This reality is especially concerning given that "projections for 2030,
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even without considering the potential impact of COVID-19, serve as a warning that the current
level of effort is not enough to reach Zero Hunger ten years from now" (The State of Food
Security and Nutrition in the World, 2020, p. xxii). As was the case pre-pandemic, college
students are no exception to the effects of food insecurity. This population is one that has
suffered greatly throughout the past year.
Prior to the outbreak of the coronavirus, college students in the U.S. displayed higher
percentages of food insecurity than the national average (Ellison et al., 2021; Coleman- Jensen et
al., 2020). The following literature explores how food insecurity on college campuses has been
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and how additional calls to action have been made as a
result.

The impact of COVID-19 on College Student Food Insecurity
Even in a non-pandemic world, college students face a variety of unique stressors which,
according to Lederer et al. (2021), are historically overlooked given the misconception that
college students are an overall healthy population. These same researchers found that "The
COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated college students’ known mental health risk factors and
other health concerns while simultaneously imperiling students’ academic outcomes" (p. 15).
They cite the loss of experiences such as study abroad trips and important ceremonies as
developmental milestones, and note specific health concerns such as anxiety, depression, and
food insecurity as the main cause for concern. One study conducted at a large university in Texas
found a 15% increase in the rate of food insecure college students as compared to data gathered
using the same assessment protocol in 2019. This increase was attributed to changes in living
situations and loss of employment, both as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Owens et al.,
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2020). These findings are consistent with another study conducted by Mialki et al. (2021) which
also noted the disproportionate stressors faced by college students prior to COVID-19 and that
"approximately one in five students (22.6%) became less food secure after the onset of
COVID-19" (p. 9). These researchers also attributed their results to a change in housing and
employment status, and added insufficient resources from college dining services as a cause of
stress (Mialki et al., 2021).
One of the main reasons that college students continue to experience food insecurity
despite an abundance of proof of its prevalence is because of the fact that many students do not
qualify for government support such as Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).
According to Soldavini et al. (2020), "most college students are categorically ineligible for
SNAP, which is the largest federal nutrition program in the USA, due to additional exemptions
college students who are attending more than half-time are required to meet, such as working at
least 20 hr/week, in addition to the standard eligibility requirements" (p. 9). The requirement of
working twenty hours per week is one that is particularly challenging for college students who
have other obligations such as attending classes (Owens et al., 2020). Other requirements that are
hard for college students to meet are the requirement of being 17 years old or younger or 50
years old or older, or caring for a child (Mialki et al., 2021). Additionally, though requests to
waive these requirements were filed during the pandemic, they were frequently denied
(Soldavini et al., 2020).
Even if they were able to qualify, a lack of awareness about these benefits, as well as the
social stigma surrounding receiving them, causes college students to miss out on them (Owens et
al., 2020). According to Mialki et al. (2021) "A report from the US Government Accountability
Office (GAO) published in 2018 urged [the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)
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Food and Nutrition Service] (FNS) to improve dissemination of student eligibility information
because almost 2 million potentially eligible college students did not report receiving benefits"
(p. 2). Additional reasons for students not receiving government aid include being claimed as
dependents on their parents’ tax returns and a lack of food literacy or "the ability to plan, shop
for, prepare, and cook nutritionally balanced meals" (Owens et al., 2020, p. 2).

Institutional level change suggestions
Given the impacts of food insecurity that are documented in the literature, several
responses have been suggested at various levels. Broton and Goldrick-Rab (2016) report on
institutional practices of universities that work to decrease the prevalence of food insecurity on
campuses. These researchers suggest that the most useful tactic for universities in combating
food insecurity is taking a local approach to determine the individual needs of students, including
partnering with local food banks. They also make suggestions for policy changes that universities
can make to limit the "bottlenecks" for food which include loan programs, payment plans, and
pushing due dates for payments further into the year (Broton and Goldrick-Rab, 2016). One
important suggestion made in this article focused on federal policy change. According to Broton
and Goldrick-Rab (2016) "At the federal level, educational and social policies have not caught
up to the challenge [of food insecurity]" (p. 21). These suggested federal changes include an
increase in food stamp access for college students, as well as an extension of the school lunch
programs seen in many K-12 schools (Broton and Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Bruening et al. (2018),
calls for a similar change remarking that "unlike kindergarten through grade 12 schools, where
food is provided to students at free/reduced rates for those in need, many universities have
limited support for students who are in need of food assistance" (p. 1453). These researchers also
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address food pantries that many institutions have implemented as a short term solution to the
problem of food insecurity on campuses, and make suggestions for more long-term solutions:
affordable meal plans, more opportunity for student work placements, and Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Programs (SNAP) for universities Bruening et al. (2018). Payne-Sturges et
al. (2018) label food insecurity as a "public health concern" (p.349) and provides insight as to
why this issue is important to care about, primarily discussing many aspects of student well
being (Payne-Sturges, 2018). These aspects of student wellness are discussed in the following
sections.
Given the severity of the increase in food insecurity rates among college students as a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic, calls for action on the federal level have been made.
According to Mialki et al. (2021) "Legislation has been introduced to the House of
Representatives (H.R.6756—End Pandemic Hunger for College Students Act of 2020 and
H.R.6565—Emergency Ensuring Access to SNAP (EATS) Act of 2020) to ensure that college
students are given access to emergency food assistance during the Covid-19 pandemic, but,
unfortunately, action has not yet been taken" (p. 2). Laska et al. (2020) examined bills related to
college students and food insecurity before the pandemic as well as determined the implications
for future policy as it related to pandemic-specific bills. It was found that there were seventeen
pre-COVID-19 bills related to food insecurity on college campuses and four COVID-19 stimulus
bills. However, none of the COVID-19 stimulus bills addressed college student food insecurity
specifically (Laska et al., 2020). To this end, these researchers suggest that the National Institute
of Health take special consideration of college students as a vulnerable population and that "the
US Department of Education and USDA fund grants to rigorously evaluate programs across the
US addressing food insecurity in college students" (p. 985). Similarly, Solvadini et al. (2020)
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suggest that bills related to food insecurity on college campuses extend beyond the pandemic
saying "It is important for future legislation to not only provide short-term support but also
include long-term sustainable approaches for helping college students meet their food needs"
(p.9).
It is important to note that the research on COVID-19 1) limited and 2) ever-changing
due to the fact that the pandemic is only about a year old (at the time of this project) and the fact
that the full effects of this pandemic may not be seen for years to come. That said, much of the
literature reported on in the preceding paragraphs include suggestions for future research. One
such suggestion from Wolfson and Leung (2020) reads, "it will be imperative for future research
to examine the long-term effects of the coronavirus pandemic and associated social distancing
measures on food insecurity and associated health outcomes, particularly among vulnerable
communities that were already struggling at the start of the pandemic" ( p. 9). The other articles
cited in the paragraphs above yield similar suggestions.

This chapter focused on the impacts of food insecurity on college students and suggestions for
solutions to this issue. It included special attention to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and
the effects that it had on this growing social issue on college campuses. Chapter four will include
an analysis of my findings on both aspects of this issue at Bucknell as well as a comparison
between the literature reviewed in this chapter and my own research.
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Chapter Three: An Outsider’s Perspective
Methodology
Given that this study focused on the experiences of a particular group of people that have
a shared experience, a phenomenological study with a thematic approach to analyzing the data
was conducted. Glesne (2016) describes phenomenological research as "an in-depth inquiry into
a topic with a small number of homogeneous participants. The researcher seeks to understand the
experiences and perceptions of each participant and to examine similarities and differences
across cases" (p. 290). Glesne (2016) also describes phenomenological research as examining
individual perspectives and suggests that "no two people experience the same phenomena
entirely alike" (p. 290). This is an appropriate methodology for research on food insecurity
because, while food insecurity is produced and maintained by institutional forces, it is lived as an
individual experience. This methodology allowed for the examination of commonalities among
the experiences of the specific population of food insecure students. This project was approved
through the Institutional Review Board in November, 2020 (Project # 2021-036).
A grounded theory of analyzing data was used to transform data sources into analysis.
This is a flexible, non-linear theory in which the researcher strategically chooses data sources
that they know will help them answer the research question(s) being asked (Tie et al., 2019). In
the current study, students who were known to identify as food insecure were chosen as the
research questions surrounded experiences of food insecure students. Additionally, comparative
analysis is a large aspect of grounded theory. The current study both triangulates data sources
and compares the obtained data with prior literature.
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Methods:
Consistent with a phenomenological approach, a qualitative method of conducting
research was used. Three data sources contributed to the entire data set: 1) five interviews, 2) one
hour of participant-observation of events related to food insecurity, and 3) document analysis of
13 University reports, news articles, and social media posts related to food insecurity. Together,
this data was coded and analyzed through the lens of social reproduction theory for common
themes and important outliers. This study began in September, 2020 and ran through March,
2021.
Five in-depth, hour-long, semi-structured interviews were conducted with Bucknell
students who self-reported as food insecure. Due to this self-identification and the fact that food
insecurity is experienced on an individual level, one common definition for FI was not used to
determine eligibility for participation in this study. Interview questions (see appendix A for
guiding questions) were structured in a way that led to the understanding of what food insecurity
"looks like" at Bucknell. Interview questions fell into two categories to best inform my research
questions: 1) student experiences of food insecurity and impacts on the social, academic, and
health aspects of their lives at Bucknell, and 2) Student understanding of Bucknell
administration’s response to food insecurity on campus, with specific attention to the impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic.
Interviewees were recruited using a snowball sampling method (Naderifar et al., 2017),
where interviewees were invited to suggest other participants who might have insight on the
experience of food insecurity at Bucknell. I first interviewed a friend of mine who I knew
experienced food insecurity. Additionally, my advisor, Sue Ellen Henry, is connected to the food
insecure community at Bucknell through her work with various outreach organizations and she
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recommended one of my participants to me. At the end of each of these interviews, I asked them
to put me in contact with anyone else who they thought would be willing to speak with me. I
continued doing this snowball sampling approach until I could no longer find participants
through the leads given to me. All interviews took place over Zoom in order to adhere to
University recommended safety measures. Interviews were recorded and transcribed and
interviewees signed informed consent before participating. Member checking was used to ensure
that participants were satisfied with their responses.
Obtaining participants was a significant challenge and one that I did not expect to face. I
began interviewing during the second week of the spring 2021 semester and expected to continue
for about a month. As the one-month mark from my first interview approached, I had only
conducted two interviews. In an attempt to gain more participants, I reached out to the Instagram
account @bucknellexplain, an account created in the fall of 2020 to expose issues related to food
and the pandemic at Bucknell (more information on this account is provided in chapter four), and
asked to put a graphic on their page that encouraged food insecure students to reach out to me to
be interviewed. Additionally, I reached out to the members of the Food Insecurity Task Force and
asked them to connect me with anyone who they thought may be interested in participating.
Finally, I followed up with my interviewees again to inquire one last time about if they had any
potential leads for me. At the last minute, I gained two more participants bringing my total
number to five. After my final two interviews, I decided to cease my search for participants in
order to ensure that I had enough time to analyze my data. However, I felt confident that the data
from these five interviews would allow me to draw sufficient conclusions.
The participants in this study were five seniors at Bucknell University, two males and
three females. They were from diverse backgrounds and races/ethnicities, and one of the
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participants was a transfer student. Three of the participants were living in on-campus housing
provided by Bucknell, one participant was living off-campus in a house in Lewisburg, and one
participant was studying remotely. These students were all advocates for the issue of food
insecurity on campus prior to their participation in this study. Several of them experienced food
insecurity both at home and on campus and all but one of them had experienced food insecurity
prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.
As was previously stated, I was surprised by the difficulty that I faced when trying to
obtain participants. While I was not naive to the fact that this topic is a sensitive one and one that
might be hard to open up about, I did not expect this hurdle. It is important to acknowledge that
the pilot study for this project did find that there was a social stigma attached to food insecurity
at Bucknell (Curtin, 2019). While this factor may explain the difficulty in securing interviewees,
it is equally likely that the isolation that came with the COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with the
isolation that can come with the experience of food insecurity, caused potential participants to
lack interest in participating. In other words, it was not that they did not want to talk about the
experience of food insecurity because it is sensitive, but rather they would not have wanted to
talk to a stranger about anything at all. Research suggests that the pandemic has drained a great
deal of individual energy, and the emotional and/or mental capacity and energy to open up to
others (Folk et al., 2020). Another factor that contributed to a limited number of participants was
a spike in the number of COVID-19 cases on Bucknell’s campus during the time of my
interviews. During the month in which I expected to interview, Bucknell recorded its highest
number of cases to date and, as a result, was essentially "locked down" with numerous
restrictions put in place. Though the interviews all took place over Zoom, which eliminated the
possibility of spreading COVID-19, the amount of stress associated with this time period at
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Bucknell could not be eliminated by Zoom. Contract tracing caused many students to be moved
to isolation housing on short notice which also added to the overall stress that all students faced.
Given the fact that food insecure students have more stressors than food-secure students in
general, these additional stressors caused by the pandemic more largely impact them. Despite
these challenges, in-depth interviews with five participants, triangulated with the other data
sources, offers rich insights into the experience of food insecurity at Bucknell and the ways in
which students coped with this significant difficulty.
Participant observation was the hardest data to come by because I did not want to invade
the privacy of food insecure students who were not a part of this study and because, due to the
COVID-19 pandemic fewer in-person, organized events occurred this semester than would in a
typical semester. I feared overstepping boundaries and breaching privacy by going to the food
pantry, the primary location for observing food insecurity in action on campus. Instead,
participant-observation field notes were gathered by attending one event on campus related to
food insecurity, the campus Breadline (which will be discussed further in chapter four), and
attending the Bucknell Food Insecurity Task Force meetings (approximately 25 in total).
Fieldnotes were taken in a research journal during these meetings and no individual was named
or quoted so as to protect the identity of participants. Lastly, content analysis of a variety of
mixed-media sources was conducted. Sources such as news articles, podcast transcriptions,
social media pages, reports from various organizations, and emails from Bucknell administrators
were analyzed to gain an overview of how a variety of people view and perceive food insecurity
on Bucknell’s campus.
I coded the data that I found thematically in order to see it through the lens of social
reproduction theory as well as parallel the insights and findings of prior empirical literature. I
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identified topics that were common throughout multiple pieces of data and then went back to my
notes, interview transcriptions, and document analysis and highlighted thematic codes using
different colors. The codes that I used were as follows: working on campus, quality and price of
food, meal plans, the food pantry, social isolation, COVID-19, administrative response, and
student voices.

Positionality:
As a researcher, I am connected to the findings of my study. However, as a Bucknell
student prior to completing the pilot study for this research in 2019, I was not connected to the
issue of food insecurity on campus. I admittedly did not know that this was an issue present at
Bucknell until I heard about it in a class that I took during the spring of my sophomore year.
Perhaps this is due to my own privilege of being able to feel secure about food both on campus
and at home, or perhaps this was due to the lack of awareness that Bucknell provided to students
about this issue. Perhaps it was a result of a combination of both. My position going into the pilot
research project was that of an outsider with extreme empathy. I did know about food insecurity
in general and knew about how sensitive of an issue it was. I wanted to ensure that I did
everything in my power to learn as much as I could without invading the privacy of other
students. I left the Fall 2019 pilot study still an outsider. I still was not able to understand
firsthand the experience of food insecurity at Bucknell. However, I also left that project an
outsider with an insider’s perspective and an understanding of my role as a Bucknell community
member in working to create a solution to the issue of food insecurity.
My positionality for the present study draws from that of the prior one but has also
changed dramatically. I came into the present study much more educated on the issue of food
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insecurity, both nationally and at Bucknell. I also came into this study with more awareness of
the privilege that my upbringing provided me in regards to my experiences surrounding food
security. My family is part of the upper-middle class and I have personally never struggled with
food insecurity. At Bucknell specifically, I have never had to worry about where my next meal
will come from nor have I had to give much thought to planning out my daily meals.
Additionally, in keeping with the fact that food insecurity is more than just an issue of food
affordability, I do not have any dietary, religious, or cultural food restrictions that prohibit me
from eating the food that Bucknell provides. This position of privilege caused me to strongly
consider my role as a researcher, specifically when conducting interviews with my peers. Glesne
(2016) examines the different roles that researchers can take on when conducting interviews.
Two roles she articulates that resonate most in this project are the role of the advocate and the
role of the friend. I knew two of the participants in this study prior to conducting this research
and considered myself good acquaintances with them. It was important for me to make a
distinction between information that I knew about these two participants as a result of our
friendship and information that gathered during the research process. While I experienced the
role of a friend to two of my participants, I serve as an advocate for all five participants. I had to
work hard, as someone who prides myself on being empathetic, to move this empathy to action
by being an advocate, focused on the overall goal of this project rather than falling into a mindset
of pity and hopelessness. I often wanted so badly to offer help to the participants through my
own financial means, however, I had to fight that urge because I knew it would interfere with the
relationship I was aiming to create between myself and my participants.
One additional challenge that the development of my positionality for this process faced
was the fact that the interviews were over Zoom. As previously mentioned, this accommodation
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was in order to keep both myself and the participants safe. However, the consequence of this
modality was that I was unable to meet face-to-face with my participants and establish as
comfortable of an environment as I would have if we had met in person. Because I used a
snowball sampling approach, I knew some of the participants for this study beforehand and had
to rely on them to vouch for my character to other participants that they helped me recruit.
Another aspect of my positionality for this project was my membership on the Food and
Nutrition Task Force, established in the Fall of 2020 by President Bravman. My membership on
this committee will be discussed further in my data analysis of the meeting minutes and notes,
however it is important to note here that my membership provided me with a new lens through
which to look at food insecurity at Bucknell. Hearing the perspectives of the other members
allowed me gain more insight about the inner workings of the administration regarding food
insecurity as well as learn more about this issue through the personal experiences of the
members.
Though I have dedicated a significant portion of my time at Bucknell to researching the
issue of food insecurity on campus, I am still leaving this thesis as an outsider, still unable to
understand firsthand the experience of food insecurity at Bucknell. However, this time, I am also
leaving this project as an advocate for food insecure students on Bucknell’s campus. I am
graduating next month and my time as a student at Bucknell is coming to an end. I will no longer
serve on the Food and Nutrition Task Force nor will I have the opportunity to easily connect with
food insecure students at Bucknell. This further emphasizes the importance of sharing my
research with the Bucknell community.
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Chapter Four: "Enough Is Enough"
Introduction to Data Analysis
The literature reviewed related to the topic of food insecurity on college campuses
provided insight on the presence of this issue at a range of different universities throughout the
United States. The literature review in chapter two provided data from large and small
universities, private, public, and those with religious affiliations, however, the bulk of the
research was conducted at large, public universities. Bucknell does not fall under either of these
categories but rather is a small, expensive and highly-selective institution. There is an
expectation that wealthy universities like Bucknell will meet all of the students’ basic needs and
not have a food insecurity problem. The reality of the presence of food insecurity on Bucknell’s
campus inspired both this project and the research questions examined.
Two research questions framed this inquiry: 1) What factors contribute to food insecurity
on Bucknell’s campus? and 2) How do students at Bucknell experience food insecurity? In other
words, what areas of a student’s life are impacted by their experience of food insecurity and what
are their reactions to decisions made by administrators? Through analysis of participant
observation, document analysis, and interviews I examined how recent changes in the meal plan
and the increased public awareness of this issue through social media have impacted the
experience of food insecurity on Bucknell’s campus.
This chapter serves as the data analysis section. Common themes in the interviews will be
presented with and triangulated with other forms of data (document analysis and participant
observation). A comparison between my data and the literature will follow.
One of the primary findings from this study was the fact that food insecurity is both an
individual experience as well as a situational one. This means that one’s food security status may
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fluctuate depending on their life circumstances and that no two students will experience food
insecurity in the exact same way. However, commonalities among participant experiences as well
as the social component that exists within food insecurity allowed for the generation of themes
that emerged throughout the interviews and corroborated in fieldnotes and content analysis of
relevant documents. Themes from the interviews, document analysis, and participant-observation
that will be presented in the following paragraphs support important findings from the literature
review. Academic, social, and health impacts will be discussed in detail followed by the impact
of COVID-19 on food insecurity at Bucknell and the response from the administration and
students. Student suggestions for change will then be presented. Participants will be given
pseudonyms when directly quoted in order to protect their privacy. This analysis will follow the
same order of impacts as the literature review.

Academic Impacts
Less study time
One of the main aspects of student life at Bucknell that is disrupted by food insecurity is
academics. The experience of food insecurity is one that requires a lot of mental effort as
students are forced to schedule out their meals strategically and determine where they are going
to access food. This situation, in turn, causes students to spend less time than those who are
food-secure focusing on academics, creating an area of disadvantage. One common sentiment
among all five interviewees was that they had less time to study because they were constantly
thinking about food and scheduling their days around when they could get food. This experience
led to less information retention which caused academic performance to decline. Jenny, one of
the participants, said to me "So much brain power has to go towards what you are eating for the
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entire week. As college students, we already have so much to deal with, [food] is not another
thing that we should need to constantly think about" (Jenny, personal communication, March 16,
2021).

Learning Challenges
The pilot study (Curtin 2019) for this project included an interview with a mid-level
University administrator who spoke about their experiences working with students. One concept
that they raised in the interview was the idea of food insecure students being misdiagnosed with
learning disorders. They said "Often students who are nutritionally deficient also get mislabeled
as being ADD, ADHD, or having Asperger's syndrome or some form of autism." This is most
likely due to students being so focused on hunger or where their next meal is going to come from
that they are unable to focus on their school work or during class. Additionally, the brain
function of someone who is hungry or nutritionally deficient is similar to the brain function of
someone working with a cognitive disability.
All of the participants in this study mentioned that a lack of food made them feel
extremely lethargic. One participant who newly experienced food insecurity as a result of the
pandemic expressed feeling an extreme lack of motivation expressed as physical fatigue that she
had not experienced during previous years. Other participants echoed this sentiment and added
that the lethargy caused them to have a hard time concentrating both in class and on school work
as well as not feeling healthy enough to perform to their full potential. While college and higher
education have many components to them, the primary reason for attending these institutions is
to receive an education. One student, Paul, said "Everything that college and higher education is
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about is negatively impacted [by food insecurity]" (Paul, personal communication, March 4,
2021).

Financial Choices
Beyond the physical and mental challenges presented by food insecurity, access to
academic resources is another that suffers. A Bucknellian article published in 2018 entitled
"Hungry for more options: tackling food insecurity on campus," found that some of the biggest
financial burdens for students were food prices and the cost of textbooks. The article claims "At
the University roughly 62 percent of students receive some form of financial aid. This means that
the majority of the student body needs help in order to pay for college, and may also face serious
monetary struggles. These financial struggles are not only with tuition and housing, but are also
felt in the cost of required books and high food prices" (Ortiz et al., 2018, para. 7). The fact that
food and textbooks are two of the most pricey expenses that are not built into Bucknell tuition,
often leads students to have to choose between them. Not surprisingly, food is chosen over
textbooks.

Social Impacts
The most significant impact that food insecurity has on a college student at Bucknell is
on their social life. The social aspect of food is often overlooked but it is a significant component
of socialization, especially on a college campus. With classes and other activities taking up large
portions of students’ days, it is common to hear phrases such as "Let’s grab lunch together," or
"Let’s catch up over dinner." These interactions are difficult to navigate for food insecure
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students since access to food is highly scheduled. Unlike penciling in a lunch date onto their
calendars, food insecure students schedule out where they are going to find their next meals.
Scavenging for Food
One social source of food used by two of the participants in this study was different
events put on by organizations across campus. During a typical (non-pandemic) semester at
Bucknell, there are many events daily that serve food, from lectures given by visiting speakers
and professors, to club meetings. Food insecure students often seek out these events and plan
their days around them; but not because they are interested in what the event is advertising.
English majors will attend lectures on astrophysics, varsity athletes will attend interest meetings
for club sports, for the sole purpose of finding free food. One participant, Paul, described feeling
like a "scavenger" saying "food insecurity on Bucknell’s campus makes you feel like a
scavenger, trying to find meetings where students are being fed or joining clubs that are going to
have leftover food" (Paul, personal communication, March 4, 2021). Another participant
mentioned that using these gatherings as a source of nutrition takes time away from the ability to
engage in social activities of actual interest and interacting with friends. It is important to
mention the fact that the outbreak of COVID-19 eliminated these events, therefore eliminating a
crucial food source for food insecure students.

Missed Time with Friends
Many of the participants in this study talked about having to turn down opportunities to
eat with friends because they simply could not afford it. One of the participants, Joe, said "I
missed out on quality bonding time simply because of the fact that [my friends] wanted to go to a
venue that I could not afford" (Joe, personal communication, February 10, 2021). He also talked
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about the awkwardness of having to ask his friends for swipes to get into the main dining hall
and only being able to join them for meals once or twice a week. Jenny voiced her frustration
with the culture of Bucknell playing a role in isolating food insecure students saying "being able
to go out with friends and eat with friends is a part of Bucknell’s culture that gets very
normalized which is fine but it can become an exclusionary practice and it becomes difficult for
students to maintain friendships" (Jenny, personal communication, March 16, 2021). Social
isolation was also caused by the lethargy from hunger, and contributes to the difficulty
maintaining friendships at Bucknell. Sara, who experienced food insecurity for the first time as a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic, described not only having the energy or motivation to do
school work, but also lacking energy to hang out with friends.

A Lack of Belonging
Transfer students may be particularly vulnerable to social isolation that results from food
insecurity. One participant, Lucy, transferred to Bucknell from another institution at the
beginning of her junior year. She expressed being very excited because Bucknell had been
advertised as being all-inclusive and an "amazing experience," but was disappointed to find that
this was not the case. Lucy explained that it was already difficult for her to come to Bucknell as a
transfer student because everyone already had their groups of friends. She also told me that she
doubted herself saying, "I was dealing with being the new transfer student and also not fitting in
because I don’t come from the same type of background or whatever" (Lucy, personal
communication, February 19, 2021). She explained having to re-affirm her admission to
Bucknell saying that she told herself "No, I can do this. I got here because I’m smart and I have
abilities," (Lucy, personal communication, February 19, 2021) only to be struck down again by
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the experience of food insecurity. Lucy got to know a lot of people during her first year at
Bucknell, which she says was great, until she had to turn them down when they invited her to get
food with them. She expressed this disappointment to me saying,
It was really hard. And it just made me feel frustrated. You’re trying to focus on classes
and making friends and it’s like you can’t even go eat in the cafeteria. It didn’t feel like I
really belonged as a Bison, as a Bucknell student, because I was kind of like on the
outside looking in at that point (Lucy, personal communication, February 19, 2021).
This was especially disheartening to Lucy who views food and eating as something that is
supposed to bring one comfort.

Food as a Source of Exclusion
Food as a comfort was a common refrain among participants. Lucy explained to me how
food is comforting, from the start when one is a baby. She said to me "Food is supposed to bring
you comfort, and like even love you" (Lucy, personal communication, February 19, 2021). Many
people take the comfort of eating food for granted, but people who experience food insecurity
know firsthand just how much of a privilege that comfort can be. Another participant, Jenny
called on the University as a place that should be aiming to make students comfortable. In
speaking about Bucknell she said "This is where you are supposed to be comfortable. And in that
same vein with how important your living space is, it is the same thing with food." She continued
"[food] is such a pervasive thing in our day to day lives and if it is affected, it will inherently
affect everything" (Jenny, personal communication, March 16, 2021). For Jenny, comfort around
food was something that hit very close to home.
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Jenny is Korean and grew up eating Korean food at home. At the beginning of our
interview, Jenny told me that she initially struggled coming to Bucknell because she was not
eating foods that had a lot of probiotics in them. She also disclosed to me that she has a chronic
health issue related to food and that she had a negative experience working with the Office of
Accessibility to help her with obtaining dining accommodations. She shared stories about her
friends who also have dietary restrictions and food allergies who did not feel supported by the
Office of Accessibility. Jenny also found that she could not comfortably make the type of Korean
food that she is used to because of complaints from other people. She explained to me that she
tried to use the kitchen on her hall to cook ethnic foods, but the white kids "made it so clear that
they would not be okay with fish smell" (Jenny, personal communication, March 16, 2021). She
told me that she had experienced this throughout her entire academic career, beginning in
elementary school, because her home-prepared lunch smelled different and she brought
chopsticks to eat it with. Jenny was disappointed that this cultural insensitivity continued in
college and that it led her to limit the amount of ethnic food that she ate. Though Jenny was the
only participant in the current study to bring up the cultural aspects of food insecurity, this part of
the issue impacts many students on Bucknell’s campus. This fact was made evident by the final
report of Operation HUnGER (a group separate from Bucknell administration that provided
grocery store gift cards to students in fall of 2020 and which will be discussed in detail later in
the chapter) which found that "Nearly 10% of [students who used the gift card program]
indicated they were International students" (Operation HUnGER Final Report, 2020, p. 2).
The administrator interviewed in the pilot study (Curtin 2019) described a hypothetical
situation of a Muslim student saying,
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So let’s say I’m a Muslim student who only eats meat if it’s Halal, then I have very
limited options about what protein I can consume and often times I’m making the choice
to be vegetarian while I’m here because now there are certain places on campus have
Halal chicken available but its the same chicken in every space so you don’t necessarily
want to eat chicken every meal and if you’re not used to eating vegetarian you might not
be used to figuring out where your other protein sources are and you’re just eliminating
meat without replacing it with other proteins that your body needs (p. 22).
They also explained that differences in flavors among cultures can cause differences in
satisfaction of food offerings saying,
"Or, you know, I’m coming in as a student of color who is used to eating a certain way
and I’m going, ‘I don’t know what any of this food is. It all tastes bland and all tastes the
same. So I’m just gonna eat pizza every day because its at least familiar and it tastes like
something.’"
In this way, food insecurity causes an even bigger exclusion for minority students.

Working to supplement Food Prices
Another large commonality among interviewees for this project was the fact that all of
the students worked at least one job on campus, several of them more than one, in order to
sustain themselves financially. One participant commented on the discrepancies among students
at Bucknell saying that not all students had families that can put money into their accounts
whenever they want it. Many of the on-campus jobs have a starting salary of Pennsylvania
minimum wage which is seven dollars and twenty-five cents. One participant, Sara, called the
money that she earned from her job "chump change" referring to the fact that it was not enough
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to sustain her as a college student. Jenny also complained about not being able to sustain herself
with her three on-campus jobs and took issue with the fact that Bucknell capped the number of
hours that students can work per week to 30. While she explained to me that she understands
why the cap is in place (to make sure that students have time to focus on other aspects of their
lives at Bucknell), she knows people who would like to work more hours and in some cases who
need to work more hours in order to support feed themselves at Bucknell. Lucy questioned the
dynamic that food insecure students working for Bucknell create among students and
administration. She said "Okay I work for you and you can’t even take care of me food-wise and
I’m running out of money" (Lucy, personal communication, February 19, 2021). This
circumstance seems paradoxical as students are earning money from Bucknell to pay for food
provided by Bucknell. That said, Bucknell has provided some "solutions" to this issue of food
insecurity on campus.

Social Isolation and The Food Pantry
The biggest response to food insecurity by Bucknell as an institution has been the
installation of the campus food pantry known as B-Eats. This "solution" was mentioned by all
participants, with many mixed reviews. The food pantry has often been referred to as a band-aid
solution, meaning that it creates a quick fix for an issue but does not target the roots of the
problem in order to make real change. All participants expressed frustration that a wealthy
University like Bucknell should even have to have a food pantry. Lucy said "We shouldn’t even
have a food pantry. At an institution like Bucknell there should not be a food pantry. Everyone
should have access to their basic needs" (Lucy, personal communication, February 19, 2021).
She also called the fact that the University prides itself on having a diverse student body but then
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forces food insecure students to rely on the pantry "a slap in the face." One participant, Paul,
suggested that the food pantry was better than nothing, but was quick to add "the existence of it
is a symptom of the fact that students aren’t being properly nourished on campus" and that "their
needs are not being provided for" (Paul, personal communication, March 4, 2021).
Another issue surrounding the food pantry that was discussed by a few of the
participants is the fact that it is not advertised to students. In addition to "band-aid solution,"
another adjective used to describe the B-Eats food pantry is "hush-hush" meaning that it is not
talked about by administrators. Joe commented on this notion saying that "[The administration]
refuses to advertise the food pantry so a lot of people who are food insecure don’t know about it"
(Joe, personal communication, February 10, 2021). Lucy proved this point to be true saying that
she only heard about the food pantry from one of her professors who mentioned it in passing
during one of her classes. This lack of advertisement begs the question of motive from Bucknell.
Is it not advertised because the University realizes that it should not have to exist or is there some
other reason? Why did Bucknell open the food pantry in the first place if it is not advertised to
students?
Beyond awareness of the necessity of the food pantry, another issue common among
interviewees were logistical issues or issues with the actual pantry itself. One of the first issues
raised by many of the participants was the lack of fresh produce in the pantry. The pantry is
primarily composed of foods that have long shelf lives which oftentimes are less nutritious. Sara
expressed that there were a lot of snacks found in the pantry but that they did not count as full
meals; Jenny got more specific saying that "a lot of the foods [in the pantry] are very sugary. For
example, sugary cereal, Pop-Tarts, it’s carb-based" (Jenny, personal communication, March 16,
2021). She continued to say that there is not as much fresh produce in the pantry and that when
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there is fresh produce it is not regular enough or reliably available (more information on the
health impacts of relying on these sugary foods will be presented in later sections). This
circumstance highlights the second logistical issue posed by the food pantry.
Though there are usually snacks that can be found in the B-Eats pantry, other foods such
as produce and full meals can be hard to come by. Sara explained the fridge and the freezer in
which meals are kept are not always stocked, and Lucy and Jenny reported having to go multiple
times during the day to find fresh produce. Even then, sometimes food would run out. "Where is
all of the food going?" Two participants told me that they had heard rumors of the food pantry
being abused by people who did not need to be using it to grab a snack because they were too
lazy to go to the store. While this rumor may be true, unfortunately, it has caused negative
consequences for food insecure students who do need to use the pantry. The food pantry is open
from 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m., Monday through Friday, and is supervised during those hours. It is
not open on the weekends. Why? Jenny explained that this schedule made her feel incompetent
or like a criminal who could not properly use the food pantry. As such, the scheduling and
secrecy of the pantry stigma surrounding food insecurity, the opposite impact of its original
purpose. But how can this issue be solved? Yes, the food pantry should be eliminated altogether,
but until this change is implemented how can Bucknell ensure that the pantry is being properly
used. Regulating it and forcing students to "prove" their need to access the food within the pantry
would be similarly stigmatizing. Suggestions on how to solve this aspect of the larger problem
will be presented in a later section.
While the supervision of the food pantry created heightened stigma surrounding its use,
data from my interviews suggest that there was always a stigma present for food insecure
students. Paul highlighted the social isolation that comes with visiting the food pantry and told
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me that when he uses the food pantry he often eats alone. He described one instance in which he
ate frozen pasta alone in a teacher’s lounge. Lucy explained to me that she always felt
uncomfortable walking out of the food pantry with a bunch of grocery bags saying "It made me
feel so uncomfortable and I felt like I was on display for everyone to see, everyone to know that I
was struggling with food and that I wasn’t rich or this or that" (Lucy, personal communication,
February 19, 2021). She described the shame associated with going to the pantry but also felt as
though she would be a bad student if she felt any emotion other than grateful for the pantry. It
may be easy to blame this shame and embarrassment on "human nature" and to think that this
stigma is all in the heads of food insecure students, but comments that participants have heard
from other students prove otherwise.

Social Stigma
Though the COVID-19 pandemic has changed the culture surrounding food insecurity at
Bucknell (this will be discussed later in this chapter), the stigma surrounding this experience has
not been completely eliminated. One participant reported a peer questioning his food-security
status. Paul is someone who described himself as overweight which leads others to wonder how
he is food insecure. He recalled hearing comments such as "if you are food insecure how have
you maintained weight?" Comments such as this one prove the misconception that food
insecurity is the same thing as hunger, when in reality there are many aspects to food insecurity
including nutrition. Paul’s answer of eating unhealthy foods to keep his stomach full not only
answers the question of his peer but also sheds light on the health impacts the food insecurity can
have on students.
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Health Impacts
Relying on Unhealthy Foods
In his interview, Paul explained an experience that outlined some of the unhealthy habits
that food insecure students are often forced to adapt. He said "for one semester I was doing like
one meal a day from Bucknell and then [finding] a freezer meal or something like that. And like,
[I] get unhealthy food to fill an empty stomach and that is not healthy" (Paul, personal
communication, March 4, 2021). Foods that have a long shelf life, like those found in the Pantry,
are higher in calories which fill people up but do not keep them full for long. Additionally, foods
that are high in calories typically have the least nutritional value. Unfortunately, these foods that
are the highest in calories and lowest in nutrients are also the cheapest meaning that food
insecure students rely on them. The mid-level University administrator interviewed in the pilot
study (Curtin 2019) for this project discussed the physical health impacts that relying on these
foods can have. They talked about the specific impacts of ingredients saying,
Those nutritional things, and I’m not going to get real in detail about everything, but
omega 3 acids do one thing, protein does another, carbohydrates do another, and having
any of those out of balance can really work people over in a way that most people,
unfortunately, don’t have a good background in nutrition and understanding the balance
of what you’re supposed to be eating (p. 20-21).
It is food found in the food pantry and that is the cheapest that does not have good balances of
ingredients and is high in carbohydrates and sodium. These products include ramen noodles,
sugary cereals, instant mac and cheese, and crackers. The administrator also explained the
different health risks that are associated with eating too much of these types of foods, including
high instances of atherosclerosis which is what leads to stroke, hardening of the arteries, heart
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attack, and diabetes. They can also cause obesity and diabetes. This explanation is consistent
with literature on health impacts of food insecurity on college students. Willis (2020) found that
food insecure students at an urban university in the Midwest were significantly more likely to
rate their overall health as poor than food secure students. He also found that
"Overweight/obesity was more prevalent among food insecure students (53%) than food secure
students (35%)" (Willis, 2020, p. 226). In addition to physical problems that arise from food
insecurity, it also causes mental and emotional problems.

Eating Disorders
One consequence of food insecurity that was novel to the present study was disordered
eating. Jenny shared with me a shocking story of her friend who developed a binge eating
disorder as a result of food insecurity and also disclosed to me that she struggled with binge
eating as well. She shared "My friend didn’t have access to go to the cafeteria often so if a friend
swiped her in, she would eat as much as she could because she didn't know the next time she
would have unfettered access to food" (Jenny, personal communication, March 16, 2021). Jenny
also discussed how the culture surrounding body image at Bucknell can contribute to food
insecure students feeling insecure about their bodies. She explained "basic nutrition really does
factor into the way that you’re feeling, immediately and in the long run, especially if you’re
conscious of the way that you look" (Jenny, personal communication, March 16, 2021). She
continued by explaining that being Korean, she was used the Korean beauty standards of wanting
to be thin but was surprised that this pressure held up at Bucknell; this pressure was hard for her,
especially when the foods that food insecure students can afford are unhealthy and can greatly
impact body composition. She explained this experience as a cause and effect phenomenon
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saying "You need money to access healthy foods in order to [look] your best" (Jenny, personal
communication, March 16, 2021).

Additional Health Impacts
Other health impacts discussed by participants included going to bed hungry and waking
up hungry. Sara talked about having this experience and said "one meal a day was not cutting it"
(Sara, personal communication, March 18, 2021). Many participants described having constant
fatigue and headaches. One experience unique to Lucy was the fact that she did not recover from
a non-food related illness as fast as she expected to because she did not have access to healthy
foods. She described having to choose to pay medical bills over paying for food.

How COVID-19 Impacted Food Insecurity at Bucknell
Changes in Meal Plans
As was mentioned in Chapter One, before the Fall 2020 semester began, the University
implemented new meal plans. The former meal plan options included a combination of dining
dollars and meal swipes priced at various amounts, with a minimum plan costing $700. In the
Fall 2020, that price for the smallest meal plan (7 swipes/week, and 200 Dining Dollars) was
doubled to $1400, and students were required to choose between meal plans that allowed for a
certain amount of swipes per week to be used in a buffet-style way in all dining facilities rather
than choosing the food that they wanted to eat in an a-la-carte fashion.
Many students were outraged at the fact that the $1400 meal plan only allowed for seven
meals per week, a significant change from what $1400 previously allowed one to purchase in the
dining facilities. The fact that the announcement of the new meal plans was made just 13 days
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after commitments were made to study on campus (which requires a meal plan when living in
campus housing) were to be made was a source of additional anger for students. Food insecure
students were among those most angered by the changes. Paul summed up his perceptions of the
University response to food insecurity during COVID-19: "I think the pandemic created an
environment that was understood to be financially straining on students and their families and
within that environment, the University made decisions to exacerbate that financial stress" (Paul,
personal communication, March 4, 2021). He continued "That’s important to remember because
it wasn’t really what did the pandemic do to food insecurity? It was what did the University do
during the pandemic to worsen and exacerbate food insecurity? And they did a lot" (Paul,
personal communication, March 4, 2021) The new meal plans caused the number of food
insecure students to grow which can be seen by the fact that Sara had never experienced food
insecurity in prior semesters. This increase in food insecure students as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic can also be seen in the participants in Operation HUnGER’s gift card program which
included athletes who were on full tuition scholarships as well as first year students who were
required to have the most expensive (therefore including the most food) meal plans (Operation
HUnGER, Final Report). Social media posts surrounding food insecurity also verify the
expansion of students who experienced food insecurity during Fall 2020, largely as a result of the
increased cost of dining plans and other COVID-19 related food serving/delivery measures. The
biggest question that arose from food insecure and food secure students alike was "why?" Why
did Bucknell make these changes and why did they do it in the middle of a global pandemic?
Students are especially questioning these decisions during the current (spring 2021) semester
because meal plans and dining were switched back to the way that they were before the
pandemic. The reasoning behind this decision was discussed in my interview with Joe. He said
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"They blame inflation but I’m like, the fact that the [minimum meal plan] jumped from 700
dollars to 1400 dollars, that’s not inflation, that’s y’all being greedy" (Joe, personal
communication, February 10, 2021). This comment was in response to an email sent out by
Bucknell administrators in which they explained that they were already reviewing the meal plans
and the onset of COVID-19 and inflation caused them to make the drastic change (See Appendix
B). This angered Joe and many students even further; one might think that the onset of a global
pandemic would cause Bucknell to at least maintain current meal plan prices, given the fact that
many people across the country experienced financial hardships as a result of the pandemic,
rather than raise them. Lucy recalled being shocked by these changes saying "It blew my mind
that not only during a pandemic did they up the price of the basic meal plan, but they made the
food worse and there was less food. It literally did not make sense to me" (Lucy, personal
communication, February 19, 2021).

Decrease in Food Quality
Another complaint about dining during the pandemic was the fact that the quality of the
food dropped and there were less food options provided. "There was plastic or hair [in the food]"
(Lucy, personal communication, February 19, 2021) "there was chicken feet in the salad and
bugs and mold" (Joe, personal communication, February 10, 2021) "[the salad] was mildewy"
(Jenny, personal communication, March 16, 2021) "the food was just awful" (Sara, personal
communication, March 18, 2021). These are all direct quotes from my interviews that are also
consistent with sentiments found on social media. One post from a football player shared on
@bucknellexplain reads "The food is trash. [The] chicken is rubber, [the] vegetables and fruit are
disgusting. It’s almost comical how bad the food is' ' (bucknellexplain, 2020). Another post
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referring to a salad bought from Bucknell read " The lettuce was clearly too old, it was
disgusting. Much of it had turned dark green and shriveled up or become see-through with a
slimy coating" (bucknellexplain, 2020). Jenny explained to me that she would get as many items
as she could using her one swipe per day and try all of them in the hopes that one of them would
taste good. She described feeling irritated about the money that she was wasting in addition to
the food waste that she was participating in. She explained to me that 90% of the meals that she
ate during the Fall 2020 semester were cooked by herself and that she had to use money out of
her own pocket to pay for groceries.
An article published in the Bucknellian titled "‘Unconscionable’: Biology department
elucidates our food insecurity problem," further explains how the student population at Bucknell
felt about the meal plan changes and food quality decrease. This article summarizes the results of
a survey conducted by the Biology department in which students were asked about their
experiences with "pandemic dining." According to the article,
The report states "Nearly all of respondents — 95.4% — reported that the nutritional
quality of the food is unacceptable… more than half of the respondents indicated that
they have dietary restrictions, and of those, 57% are having difficulty finding anything
they can eat through Bucknell Dining (DeMarchis, 2020, para. 6).
Bucknell has never allowed students who live on campus to opt out of meal
plans. Students have complained over the years about the lack of an opt-out option for dining
when residing on campus Many students live in apartment-style housing and have access to their
own kitchen. These complaints increased during the fall of 2020, when initially, common
kitchens in traditional residence halls were closed due to COVID-19 regulations. Study
participants had access to their own kitchen were upset to be paying $1400 for meals that they
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were not eating and having to spend additional money on groceries to support themselves,
especially given the fact that many people believe that the price of food at the grocery store is
less than the price of that same food at Bucknell. Additionally, Bucknell students who did not
have access to a private kitchen were upset by the limited options provided by the new meal
plans. Students expressed being afraid to go to the grocery store due to the fact that many local
residents did not wear masks or abide by social distancing protocols so students who did not buy
their own groceries had no choice but to eat the food provided by Bucknell. Similarly, fear
surrounding public spaces such as shared kitchen areas and the Bucknell shuttle prevented
students from being able to cook their own meals. As was mentioned above, student complaints
were endless. But what did both students and Bucknell administrators do in response to them?

Administrative Response to Food Insecurity
It is important to differentiate between responses from Bucknell administration prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic and during the pandemic because the pandemic drastically increased
the prevalence of food insecurity on Bucknell’s campus.
Pre-COVID-19
Prior to the outbreak of COVID-19, the most significant response to food insecurity by
Bucknell as an institution was the installation of the campus food pantry. Student opinions
surrounding the food pantry were discussed in previous paragraphs, however, interviews with
administrators about the food pantry have been conducted over the past few years by Bucknellian
writers. One Bucknellian article titled "Investigative News: University Dining Services
underfeeds, underpays" quoted Dean of Students Amy Badal saying,
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Bucknell acknowledges that there is a growing problem of food insecurity among
college students nationwide. The Food Pantry opened at Bucknell in fall 2018 as a result
of student feedback and requests. We initially consulted with the University nutritionist in
selecting food that offers high protein content (Marasini, 2020, para. 15).
She continued "The University continues to assess the needs of our students and is working to
develop systemic changes including closely looking at meal plan options" (Marasini, 2020, para.
155). It is important to note that this article was published prior to the outbreak of COVID-19,
however, the introduction of the new meal plans in fall of 2020 suggests that the University did
not follow through on their commitment to developing systemic changes.
Another response to food insecurity that Bucknell had before the food pantry was the
Dean’s emergency fund. As the mid-level University administrator explained to me in the pilot
study (Curtin 2019),
There have always been emergency funds to help students who are… you know you’re
getting to the end of the semester now and you’ve run out of dining dollars, you don’t
have any options, the Dean’s Office does have a fund to be able to help students out who
are kind of in dire straights (p. 27).
Additionally, they explained that there are vouchers available to students who stay at Bucknell
over breaks, a time of stress for food insecure students as many of the dining facilities on campus
are closed or have limited hours. These vouchers amount to approximately thirty dollars a day
and can be used at some dining locations off campus. The administrator called these vouchers
"fantastic" and "really helpful."
In addition to Bucknell as an institution, some smaller groups on campus were mentioned
in interviews as being resources for students who are food insecure. Bucknell Student
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Government implemented a shuttle to the local farmer’s market, while the Diversity and
Inclusion Office offers free meals to students that are food insecure. Additionally, the Bucknell
farm brings fresh produce to the food pantry on campus.
COVID-19
The first response from Bucknell administration following the July 24th, 2020 email
announcing the new meal plans was another email from the administration explaining their
decisions (see appendix B for emails from administrators). This second email came five days
after the first and acknowledged the fact that many students, faculty, parents, and alumni had
reached out to complain about the changes. As Joe explained in his interview with me, inflation
was used as the main justification offered by the administration for this decision. Additionally,
the decision was defended by the fact that the minimum meal plan would allow all residential
students to have access to one meal per day. Another email was sent by Bucknell President John
Bravman on August 14th, 2020 in which he provided even more reasoning behind the decision.
Bravman explained that a Food Insecurity Group had recommended changes in the meal plans
during February of 2020 which had to be modified (to the fall 2020 plans) as a result of
COVID-19 (See Appendix B). Several faculty members wrote to President Bravman following
this email asking that this Group name its members and release all the documents/meeting
minutes/meeting agendas to the public so that they could see what factors had gone into the
decision announced on July 24th, 2020. The response from Bravman was that this was an
informal group that didn't keep any minutes or notes and that proposals for dining plan changes
had been made verbally to the president without any written documentation. In his August 14th
email, Bravman also explained that he realized the fact that 7 meals per week did not represent
"sufficient nutrition" but that the previous $700 plan also did not. He ended this email by
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ensuring that the University "remain[ed] deeply invested in providing a food-secure environment
for [their] students" (Email from President John Bravman, 2020. See Appendix B).
Approximately one month after the original email relaying the changes in meal plans was sent,
President John Bravman sent a campus-wide email announcing the development of the Food &
Nutrition Task Force (FNTF) to study dining services at Bucknell (See Appendix B).
The FNTF was comprised of fifteen members, five students and 10 members of faculty
and staff, and was charged with assessing the dining experience at Bucknell and "strategies for
delivery of dining services to positively affect student success while balancing the many
competing factors that come into play" (Food and Nutrition Task Force Charge, 2020). It is
important to mention that the Task Force was charged to consider "non-pandemic dining" and to
make recommendations in February 2021. Additionally, the Task Force was operational meaning
that the recommendations provided would be considered by President Bravman and other
administrators but not guaranteed to be adapted. It is important to note that in his announcement,
President Bravman listed an email (food@bucknell.edu) that the campus community could use to
communicate their suggestions about dining, however, only administrators on the task force had
access to this email. This created a hierarchy on the task force and further suppressed the voices
of students at Bucknell. This task force met at least once a week over Zoom from September
2020 semester through March 2021. Though this task force was a step in the right direction in
terms of making actual changes to campus dining, it took a while for any action to be taken,
much to the frustration of student members.
In addition to the student members experiencing frustration within the task force, many
Bucknell students (who did not serve on the FNTF) also expressed frustration with it. Sara
explained to me that while she was happy that the FNTF was created, it took a long time to be
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created and that she believes that it was only created to mitigate the noise created by the
Bucknell community related to the change in meal plans. This dissatisfaction with the task force
was found all across campus. An article in The Bucknellian titled "University Students Protest
Food Insecurity" quoted one professor who said,
That’s a welcome step for long-term planning and it should absolutely go forward. Yet,
the Task Force’s charge explicitly states it focuses only on non-pandemic times. And
recommendations won’t be ready until February. We need solutions right now. Actually,
we needed them a month ago (Baldwin, 2020).
Another student quoted in this article shared similar thoughts saying,
[The administration] announced that they were creating a task force this morning even
though it’s week six of us being on campus. This task force does not have any real goals
to be set until February 2021, which is past the start of the spring semester, which means
that they don’t even have plans to fix food insecurity or the quality of food on campus
right now (Baldwin, 2020).
Though the task force was charged with assessing non-pandemic dining, almost
all of the conversations that took place surrounded pandemic dining and the fall 2020 meal plans.
An update to the campus community provided in December 2020 by the FNTF outlined their
recommendation to change the meal plan options back to the options offered prior to the fall of
2020. It was also announced that dining would return to a combination of buffet and ala-carte
options. This information was followed by the fact that the FNTF would continue to work on
making changes to dining for future semesters (beyond spring 2021).
The pilot study for this project (Curtin 2019) was conducted when the meal plans were
the same as they were for spring 2021 and found that there was food insecurity present on

FOOD INSECURITY AT BUCKNELL UNIVERSITY
65

Bucknell’s campus. Additionally, the fact that a Food Insecurity Group was created and met
pre-pandemic indicates that the University was knowingly returning to a dining system that
caused some students to be food insecure. This decision, though it returned to a system that
included known food insecurity, it was better (food security wise) than the meal plans in fall
2020 the recommendation from the FTNF was agreed upon with the expectation that work to
change meal plans for future semesters would be done and an acknowledgement of the fact that
we knew that the reversal of meal plans would not solve the issue of food insecurity. The email
sent on December 10th, 2020 updating students on the spring 2021 meal plan options included
no mention of the task force nor any mention of food insecurity. This further proved that the
students were ignored during task force meetings despite the amount of time that was dedicated
to serving on it.
While many people in the Bucknell community have expressed being dissatisfied with
the changes made by administration, it is important to recognize that there have been positive
changes. A dining feedback form was created in October 2020 for students to voice their
concerns and/or suggestions about dining. Changes made as a result of this form include more
protein options, asking students before adding certain ingredients to foods, more fresh fruit, the
reintroduction of customizable salads, and changes in hours of operation, among others.

Student Response to Food Insecurity
In the same way that it was important to differentiate among administrative responses to
food insecurity prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and during the pandemic, it is important to do
the same for student responses.
Pre-COVID-19
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A podcast on food insecurity at Bucknell, called "Dissected," was published on
September 15th, 2019, and since then food insecurity awareness has seemingly exploded on
campus. The podcast was produced by Spandan Marasini, a then junior and included interviews
with professors and discussion on logistics of dining including the contract with Parkhurst and
wages for dining workers. It is however important to note that the spring semester of 2019 as
well as the 2018 school year were also times of high awareness of food insecurity. According to
an article published in the Bucknellian entitled "B.A.D Week of Action tackles food insecurity,"
the Bucknell Alternative Delegation hosted a week long action of awareness which included
"teach-ins, chalking the quad, a community dinner, and a ‘Be Your B.A.D.DEST Party’"
(Nicolia, 2018). Additionally, donations of food and toiletry supplies were accepted all week at
all of the events. Admitted students day in the spring of 2019 was also the site of various protests
surrounding issues on Bucknell’s campus, one of which was food insecurity.
The campaign season for Bucknell Student Government during the 2019 school year saw
many promises of solutions to food insecurity as well as a general awareness for the student
population. Additionally, there was an exhibit held in the library in November 2019 in which
more posters and flyers containing information about food insecurity on campus were handed
out. This exhibit was done by a group of students taking a class at Bucknell. The group of
students was specifically aiming to raise awareness for both food insecurity and dining staff
wages and included free food and beverages in order to allow students to "save a swipe."
Materials handed out to attendees included dining staff wages, information about Parkhurst, and
alternatives to the meal plan. Many mini lectures have been held on campus including a fireside
chat on food insecurity in the fall of 2019. This talk served as a part informational session from
the producer of the podcast and then was opened for discussion among the attendees. The main
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take away from this open discussion was that there is no place for students to voice their
opinions in a civil way on social issues such as food insecurity. The "Night With the Presidents"
(October 29th, 2019) event was raised at the fireside chat by one of the students in attendance.
They expressed, with the agreement of others, that this event and others like it in which questions
are asked to the leaders of Bucknell are very monitored. The questions for the "Night With the
Presidents" event were specifically chosen ahead of time, and the ones that were able to be asked
at the event were breezed over. When Bucknell President John Bravman was asked about dining
staff wages, his response was that increasing wages would increase food prices.

COVID-19
There was no shortage of student response to the meal plans introduced immediately
before the start of fall 2020 semester. In FNTF meetings, administrators reported receiving an
abundance of emails from angry students regarding the change in meal plans. One such email
sent from approximately 200 students expressed student concerns related to the changes and
asked many questions related to the rationale behind Bucknell’s decision as well as the
possibility of other dining options. This email also referenced a petition created by Bucknell
students after the announcement of the meal plan changes urging Bucknell to reverse the
changes. At the time of writing this, the petition has over 4,000 signatures from students, faculty,
parents, alumni, and other concerned community members.
The news of the reverse of the meal plan changes received mixed reviews from Bucknell
students. Many food-secure students expressed being happy with the reversal because of the fact
that they no longer had to pay $1400 for food that they were not eating. However, there were
also students who were dissatisfied with the reversal of meal plans. Joe expressed annoyance that
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the meal plans even changed in the first place given that dining went back to "normal" in the
spring of 2021 saying "I feel like [the "normal" style of dining] could have been there last
semester (fall 2020) and a lot of the issues could have been avoided" (Joe, personal
communication, February 10, 2021). Sara was also upset by the change and said,
No one seems to be as angry because I feel like we just settled back to normal. It was so
bad last semester that people wanted anything better than that. I just wonder how long
students will keep quiet and be able to survive without having to start complaining again
(Sara, personal communication, February 18, 2021).
The complaints that she is referring to are the ones that can be found on the @bucknellexplain
instagram page such as …. which she noted had quieted down once the reversal in meal plans
occurred. Lucy echoed her disappointment saying "[the meal plans] went from $1400 back to
$700 and yes that’s $700 cheaper, but that still means that students aren’t going to get enough
meals" (Lucy, personal communication, February 19, 2021).
The most surprising finding in the present study was the fact that the COVID-19
pandemic caused students to speak out more about their experiences with food insecurity. One of
the questions asked in both the pilot study (Curtin 2019) and the current study was "Do you feel
comfortable speaking about your experiences with food insecurity to your peers?" The pilot
study found that there was significant stigma surrounding food insecurity at Bucknell and that
students did not talk to their peers about their experiences. Interestingly, every single one of the
participants in the current study reported that they feel comfortable speaking about their
experiences with food insecurity. While this could be attributed to a difference in participants
among the two studies, some participants in the current study mentioned that COVID-19 did play
a role in their willingness to open up about their experiences. Paul said to me "I’ve reached a

FOOD INSECURITY AT BUCKNELL UNIVERSITY
69

point where food insecurity is not something I view as shameful because it’s a condition imposed
on students, it’s not their fault" (Paul, personal communication, March 4, 2021). He continued
explaining that he would not have felt as comfortable talking to people about it in his first two
years but that changed as his experience with food insecurity continued. He said "Once I reached
a point where I was like ‘the University can do something about this and they’re choosing not to’
I was like ‘okay well we should all tell them that we are hungry’" (Paul, personal
communication, March 4, 2021). Lucy also shared this "enough is enough" mentality
surrounding keeping quiet about her experiences of food insecurity at Bucknell. She told me "I
just kind of got more fired up. And I was like ‘you know, I don’t care anymore. I’m a senior, I’ll
be graduating soon anyway. [I] might as well leave Bucknell and try to make some changes"
(Lucy, personal communication, February 19, 2021). Many of the participants explained that
hearing the stories of other food insecure students also lead them to become more comfortable
sharing their own experiences. Paul conveyed this saying "I think social media provided an
opportunity for people to express their conditions of food insecurity and then realize ‘oh, there’s
so many other people like this'' (Paul, personal communication, March 4, 2021). Joe attributed
many people’s increase in comfortability to a specific social media account saying "the
bucknellexplain page definitely helps" (Joe, personal communication, February 10, 2021).
In addition to the Change.org petition that was created and circulated, another public
response to the meal plan changes from students was the creation of the instagram account
@bucknellexplain. This Instagram account highlighted student stories and experiences related to
dining in the fall 2020 semester as well as student accounts of food insecurity. This account was
created and administered by two Bucknell seniors, but any Bucknell student could post. It also
included pictures of the un-appetizing food that students were being served, as well as criticisms
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of responses from administrators. One example of a post sharing the story of a concerned student
reads,
Am I the only one who feels physically ill from eating Bucknell’s food? I can’t even
sleep at night because my stomach is in legitimate pain as a result of eating what I think
is a healthy dinner. I have turned to ordering fast-food for my meals. I shouldn’t be forced
into ordering fast-food to avoid feeling sick (bucknellexplain, 2020).
Another post included pictures of moldy bread, hair in pasta, and plastic in the food. Stories and
pictures were being posted on this account daily throughout the majority of the fall semester,
culminating in a total of 165 posts and responses between the launch of the account in July, 2020
and February, 2021.
Another group of students, in collaboration with the local Sunrise Movement group,
decided to make their voices heard directly on Bucknell’s campus. In-person events at Bucknell,
with the exception of classes, were rare during the fall 2020 semester given the University and
state mandated capacity limits. As was mentioned in chapter three, participant-observation was
the hardest data to acquire, however, there was one event attended on campus surrounding food
insecurity. A breadline in front of the admissions building on campus was held on September
22nd, 2020. The breadline included a table and baskets filled with food for students to take and
protests against food insecurity in the form of posters and chants. According to an article
published in The Bucknellian about this event, it was comprised of "participants from several
groups, including Green New Deal Lewisburg (GNDL), the Bucknell University Democratic
Socialists (BUDS), the Food Security Council and Bedtime Radicalism" (Baldwin, 2020). Many
Bucknell professors also contributed food as well as their time and support to this event through
their attendance and participation. The article described the event saying that it included
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"organizers wearing masks and plastic gloves, handing out pre-packaged foods such as bread,
granola bars, canned goods, chips and water — all of which were donated by faculty and
students and given away for free. Many participants held signs with slogans such as "Feed the
People," "The herd is starving," and "Food is a basic human right." Oftentimes group members
broke out in chant, among the most popular being "$1,400 a day is not okay" and "1, 2, 3, 4,
Bucknell needs to feed us more" (Baldwin, 2020). The attendance of both food insecure and food
secure students alike indicated that the issue of food insecurity on campus, especially during the
pandemic, resonated with many students
In addition to the overall response from Bucknell students, some smaller groups were
formed in an attempt to help food insecure students during the pandemic. One such group was
Operation HUnGER which was composed of three Bucknell students, one Bucknell alumni, one
Bucknell professor and one Bucknell staff member. Operation HUnGER launched a GoFundMe
campaign and asked for donations to purchase grocery store gift cards to student registrants.
According to the final report published by this organization,
Through these means we raised a total of $16,834.10, and for six weeks we provided
grocery store gift cards to individual students through campus mail according to the
students’ stated need and frequency. In total, 118 students registered for this program
(Operation HUnGER Final Report, 2020).
To conclude their incredible efforts in helping food insecure students at Bucknell, Operation
HUnGER sent out a survey to those who used their program, a few of the results of which can be
found under the section of this chapter entitled "How COVID-19 Impacted Food Insecurity at
Bucknell." Summarize some of this report’s findings.
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Roots of the Problem at Bucknell
Having answered the question of what food insecurity looks like at Bucknell, the natural
next question is: why does this problem occur? In terms of food insecurity at Bucknell, the finger
has been pointed at two parties: Bucknell as an institution and Parkhurst Dining Services.
According to the podcast on food insecurity at Bucknell and the talk hosted by the podcast
producer, Bucknell first partnered with Parkhurst to outsource dining during the 2004 school
year (Marasini, 2019).
According to the podcast, during this time the President of Bucknell, Brian Mitchell, had
a relationship with this vendor, and made the decision to sign a ten year contract to privately
outsource dining, a decision he called "financially beneficial" for Bucknell. The podcast
producer did some research and found that the dining contract is revised every ten years. During
the 2015 revision of the contract Bucknell hired a consultant to assist in the process, however it
was discovered that only one company was considered in the new model: Parkhurst. This
contract impacts both students as well as staff. According to Geoff Schneider, an economics
professor who was at Bucknell during the time that Parkhurst was introduced and who was
interviewed as part of the podcast, the reactions of staff to the contract with Parkhurst were
overwhelmingly negative. Bucknell dining staff members were grandfathered into the new
contract, however, most left within a few years leading to a dining staff made up solely of
Parkhurst employees. However, as the mid-level University administrator said to me during the
pilot study (Curtin 2019) " It's not Parkhurst exclusively, it is about the negotiation between what
Bucknell has asked for and what Parkhurst has negotiated together" (p. 24-25).
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In terms of Bucknell’s part in the contract, many students have expressed frustration with
the lack of transparency about the contents of it. Lucy explained to me that she did not appreciate
the lack of transparency about how the money that Bucknell is receiving from student meal plans
is being used. Paul complemented this disapproval saying that even though students do not have
access to the contract "we still know that [Bucknell] is prioritizing this contractual obligation or
whatever over the fact that students are hungry" (Paul, personal communication, March 4, 2021).
Jenny made more general remarks about Bucknell’s contribution to the roots of food insecurity,
blaming the dynamic that administrators create between themselves and students. She said
"There’s this general culture where you can’t speak badly about the administration and that
students who [do] are either openly [or in a very subtle way] punished" (Jenny, personal
communication, March 16, 2021). She explained that the Bucknell administration does not listen
to students and is not good at communicating with them, a sentiment echoed by a majority of
study participants. Sara mentioned the fact that administrators often provide excuses as to why
they do not make large-scale changes, despite apparent concern for the issues such decisions
cause for students.
Bucknell’s reluctance to change is another root of the issue of food insecurity. While the
Bucknell administration has admitted the fact that there are food insecurity issues on campus,
they have done little to fix the issues (as illustrated in a previous section entitled "Administrator
Response to Food Insecurity"). Paul explained this sentiment to me saying that while admission
of the problem is a good step "the concern is that if you have to keep [raising] the price [of the
meal plans] to sustain a model that isn’t feeding students properly then the model is broken, its
not working" (Paul, personal communication, March 4, 2021). He continued "So how does
[administration] fix that? It’s not just by continuing to sustain the model, it’s by changing the
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model. And they don’t want to do that. The University is opposed to that" (Paul, personal
communication, March 4, 2021). Lucy pointed out the contradiction between Bucknell's mission
statement which includes the promotion of social justice and the administrations' unwillingness
to intervene to stop food insecurity In her interview, Lucy also called out the University saying "I
think Bucknell can do ten thousand times better because I know that they have the resources to
do so and it's just a choice that they are refusing to" (Lucy, personal communication, February
19, 2021). Sara added to this perspective by saying "At the end of the day, we are definitely a
school that is capable and has the funds and the resources to make changes'' (Sara, personal
communication, March 18, 2021). Paul got more specific in his interview and brought up an
opportunity that Bucknell had to make a change that they did not capitalize on. Swipe Out
Hunger is a national, nonprofit organization that partners with universities to set up swipe
donation programs in which students can donate swipes to one another. Paul mentioned that he,
along with some other students, raised the possibility of a University partnership with this
program to Bucknell administration during the third or fourth week of the fall 2020 semester and
expected Bucnkenll to adopt it, especially given the fact that other universities that use Parkhurst
as their dining provider have adopted this program or ones similar to it. This program was not
adopted for the fall 2020 semester, despite student’s intentionality in suggesting this program at
the beginning of the semester which gave the University ample time to implement it. Paul
expressed his disappointment in Bucknell saying "I think the reluctance to adopt that sort of
program spoke a lot to me" (Paul, personal communication, March 4, 2021). He continued,
I think it speaks volumes that even when students who are impacted by food insecurity …
have the self advocacy to say ‘hey, we found a program for you to adopt and this could
help. It's not a solution but this could help students.’ And for them to not just like the
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champion that I think says a lot about where [Bucknell administration’s] priorities lie
right now (Paul, personal communication, March 4, 2021).
Luckily, during the last few weeks of the fourteen week semester, Bucknell ran a trial of this
program and implemented it in the spring 2021 semester. That said, this program was only
mentioned in one email to students and administrators did not communicate to students about
how the program worked.

Suggestions for Change
The most broad question asked during interviews was "What are your suggestions for
how to solve food insecurity at Bucknell?" The fact that this was a broad question and could
warrant a wide variety of answers was acknowledged. This expectation became a reality as all of
the interviewees had many different suggestions. First and foremost, Paul stated that solutions
needed to be "aggressive and long term" alluding to the fact that previous responses from
Bucknell administration did not solve the problem.
One logistical suggestion that arose in a few of my interviews was the implementation of
an opt-out meal plan option for students. Many other universities that have this option were
raised in suggestions and were specifically mentioned for students who have access to their own
kitchen and do not need to rely on Bucknell to provide them meals. Jenny also expressed that if
the opt-out option cannot be made available to all students, the University should make the
opt-out process that is currently in place for those with dietary accommodations an easier
process. She said "[students] should not have to jump through 50 hoops in order to say that they
can’t eat the food" (Jenny, personal communication, March 16, 2021).
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Another logistical suggestion that was suggested by two participants was increasing
access to groceries for students. Joe suggested that Bucknell could create an on-campus grocery
store for students who do not have their own transportation in order to get to off-campus stores.
Additionally, Joe and Jenny both agreed that the shuttle that takes students to and from grocery
stores off-campus needs to be improved. They explained that the shuttle only runs once an hour
making trips to the grocery store a two-hour commitment. This commitment is challenging for
college students, many of whom have very busy schedules and cannot spend two hours at the
grocery store.
A common suggestion for change among participants in this study as well as the general
Bucknell student population is more transparency and improved communication between
Bucknell administrators and students. This starts with the contract between Parkhurst and
Bucknell. The secretive contract creates ambiguity and a lack of transparency surrounding dining
at Bucknell, information that many Bucknell students believe that they are entitled to. Many of
the participants believe that an increase in transparency would allow students to understand the
decisions made by Dining. This transparency would also humanize Bucknell administrators as
Sara explains that "it is hard not to see them as money hungry" (Sara, personal communication,
March 18, 2021). She also conveyed her belief that the excuses from administrators related to
why changes are not made need to end. She compared the way that they respond to student
questions to that of politicians and said "[responding in this way] puts up a wall and it’s like are
they aren’t even able to empathize or sympathize [with students]," (Sara, personal
communication, March 18, 2021). Paul also brought up the way in which administrators respond
to students and mentioned that he believes they must go through PR training with the way that
they respond.
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Jenny dove further into the problematic dynamic between students and administrators
saying "The issues come when [administrators] are unwilling to listen, to communicate, to
acknowledge, and then to find a solution from there" (Jenny, personal communication, March 16,
2021). Lucy agreed, suggesting that it is very difficult to be heard as a student at Bucknell. She
mentioned scenarios in which student voices should be amplified but they simply are not, such as
on the Food & Nutrition Task Force. Indeed, the simple and common request from students was:
listen. Sara summed this up in a beautiful way saying "[change] is in the heart of the
administration and it's not really something that anybody can control except them. So I think that
they need to really be willing to listen to their students and throw away their money mentality"
(Sara, personal communication, March 18, 2021).

Connection to Bourdieu
A desire to listen to those who actually experience the issue of food insecurity rather than
having decisions made by administrators circles back Bourdieu's concept of habitus. At
Bucknell, there is a known habitus within the community in which food insecure students’
capital is not valued. Therefore, in order to change this aspect of the habitus and end the cycle of
the social reproduction of food insecurity on Bucknell’s campus, those who do not benefit from
the established habitus, e.g. food insecure students, need to be heard. Though everyone in the
Bucknell community experiences the same habitus, not everyone experiences it in the same way.
For example, administrators do not experience the habitus of Bucknell in the same way that food
insecure students do and, as a result, are unable to truly understand what it is like to be food
insecure on this campus. For this reason, the administration should take a step back and listen to
those who actually experience food insecurity for suggestions on how to solve this issue.
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The theoretical framework outlined the three forms of capital most relevant to the current
study as economic capital, social capital, and cultural capital. Though these forms of capital are
different and manifest themselves in different ways, in general, capital is the ability to use one’s
resources to affect a change in the field. The data presented exemplifies three human realms in
the tableau of food insecurity, all of which represent one of the three relevant forms of capital.
Bucknell University as an institution exudes economic capital as it is a wealthy university with
an abundance of financial resources. This capital is perpetuated through fundraising, trustees, the
president’s salary, and the branding of the wealth through images of new buildings and additions
to the university. Individuals who are food insecure exemplify a lack of cultural capital. Their
inability to afford food makes them outsiders at Bucknell, further disadvantaging them in this
wealthy field and further weakening their chances of social mobility. A third group, concerned
citizens and food insecurity activists who sought to be intermediaries in this social issue,
represent social capital. This group includes members of the Lewisburg Green New Deal,
Operation HUnGER, student members of the Food and Nutrition Task Force, and others. Unlike
food insecure students, activist’s cultural capital is valued at Bucknell which inherently increases
their social capital and aids their ability to increase the cultural capital of others. Activists use
their cultural capital and their understanding of the weaknesses of the economic capital of the
institution to legitimize the cultural capital of food insecure students. Because of the fact that
activists fit in with the habitus of Bucknell, they are easily able to connect with other members of
the community and expand their social networks. In the field of Bucknell, those with economic
capital, the administrators, have a great deal of authority to dominate and control the narrative
around social issues.
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Bucknell University is a neoliberal institution which strategically uses financial resources
to maintain economic capital. The first way that administration does this is by generating wealth
and wealthy people in order to ensure that the University remains economically elite far into the
future. Bucknell as an institution also preserves a hierarchical decision making structure, though
administrators frequently portray the process of decision making inclusive and democratic.
Finally, Bucknell administration controls its image and information tightly in order to maintain a
positive public perception and brand image. When considering that the preservation of economic
capital and brand image as well as the illusion of democratic practices are abiding principles, it is
not surprising that food insecurity exists on Bucknell’s campus. The institution places much
more value in maintaining economic capital than it does in promoting social mobility through
increasing social capital in students. In the field of Bucknell, economic capital crushes cultural
capital making circumstances for those with devalued cultural capital seem hopeless. However,
though the balance of these two forms of capital is uneven at Bucknell, when social capital is
combined with cultural capital hope is generated.
The combination of cultural capital and social capital preyed on the weaknesses of
neoliberalism at Bucknell. Community activists used their cultural capital to balance out the
inequality of cultural capital and economic capital by speaking up for those who did not have
voices because they had been silenced by administrators. These two groups (food insecure
students and concerned community activists) came together to use social tools such as protest,
petitions, alumni campaigns and social media to weaken the University’s use of the neoliberal
tools of shame, isolation, and public ignorance, thus forcing the University to publicly
acknowledge food insecurity and retreat from dining plans that had worsened this issue. In this
instance, food insecure students were able to find hope through strength in numbers.
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Chapter Five: "Your inbox is full; my stomach is empty"
Discussion
The most important information that I took away from both the literature and my own
work is that the experience of food insecurity is an individual one. Each person that experiences
food insecurity experiences it in their own way, though there is a lot of potential for shared
experiences among students. Additionally, there are singular policies at universities that
contribute to the problem of food insecurity. That said, there are social dynamics of food
insecurity as well and I did find a significant amount of overlap between the literature and my
own research about food insecurity at Bucknell.
The area of research in which I found the most commonalities was student experiences.
The three areas of student life outlined in the literature as being most commonly affected by food
insecurity -- academics, health, and social -- were among the most commonly reported in my
data. Shared experiences in terms of academics included choosing to buy textbooks instead of
food, and lower performance in classes from food insecure students. Some consequences of food
insecurity in terms of academics only found in the literature were the need to take more than four
years to graduate and passing out during class due to hunger-induced ailments (Allen and
Alleman 2019). Findings that were unique to my data were students being misdiagnosed with
learning disabilities such as ADHD and ADD, and going to events on campus that are unrelated
to their areas of interest for the purpose of getting free food.
Socially, shared experiences in the literature and my own research included missing out
on clubs and extracurriculars, and struggles with making friends because of expenses that come
with them (Henry 2017). Skipping events on campus such as football games, and feeling
insecure when hearing peers talk about designer items (Allen and Alleman 2019) were also
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consistent in both the literature and my own research. One difference between my own research
and findings in the literature was the fact that the current study found less stigmatization
surrounding food insecurity and in turn more comfortability discussing this issue with others
perhaps as a result of widespread knowledge of the impact of COVID-19 and the creation of
financial instability.
Student experiences related to health that were common among the literature and my data
included mental health issues including stress, relying on unhealthy food due to its affordability,
and the fear of long-term physical health problems such as obesity. Additionally, both sources of
data looked at the specific diets of students who experience food insecurity and found striking
differences in consumption of the basic food groups compared to food secure students. The data
that I gathered about health impacts of food insecurity on students at Bucknell examined the
health of food insecure students through a cultural lens. My data also included experiences of
disordered eating. These elements of food insecurity can be found sparsely in the literature but
were expanded upon in this project.
The literature, as well as my data, examined institutional practices and typical responses
by universities. Similarities among institutional practices that were factors in creating the issue of
food insecurity included expensive meal plans, and a lack of resources outside of campuses for
food insecure students. Literature also discussed high tuition and a lack of loan programs as
factors leading to this issue (Broton and Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Findings in this area that were also
consistent among my research and the literature were Bucknell’s partnering with an outside agent
for dining (Parkhurst) and the high prices of food on campus. There were also similarities among
the literature and my research in suggestions for change and responses already implemented
which included food pantries and a change in policies surrounding food. One suggestion that was
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unique to the literature was the implementation of school lunch aid programs such as those found
in K-12 schools (Broton and Goldrick-Rab, 2016 & Bruening et al., 2018). More
Bucknell-specific suggestions made solely in my data included an opt-out meal plan option,
renegotiation of Bucknell’s contract with Parkhurst, more transparency from administration, and
a change in the dynamic among administrators and students.
The fact that the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic worsened food insecurity was
consistent in both the literature and my data. Though my participants were all seniors, I am
confident in this conclusion based on the stories that they told me about their underclassmen
friends who were food insecure, and given the fact that one of my interview questions (see
Appendix A) asked about the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Many other universities had
to change the style of dining just as Bucknell did in order to adhere to COVID-19 guidelines.
Differences in my data and the literature surrounding COVID-19 and food insecurity on college
campuses came in the form of university responses to state social distancing guidelines and the
changes that they made accordingly (how food was acquired by students). While many
universities were forced to make changes to dining, they did not all make the same changes as
Bucknell did.
These similarities and differences among the literature and my own research lead to the
drawing of broader conclusions about food insecurity on college campuses as well as, for the
purposes of this study, conclusions specific to Bucknell.

Conclusions Drawn from the Present Study
One important conclusion drawn from this research is that when there is a lack of stigma
surrounding the experience of a social issue, more space for intervention is created. The pilot
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study for this project (Curtin 2019) found that there was a significant stigma surrounding food
insecurity on Bucknell’s campus leading food insecure students to keep quiet about their
experiences and become what I termed "silent sufferers." The present study demonstrated that
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, which caused an increase in awareness of this issue at
Bucknell (both through social media and other outlets), lessened the stigma associated with food
insecurity, leading food insecure students to be more willing to share their experiences. It is
fascinating how human nature of avoiding embarrassment almost vanishes when society
de-stigmatizes asking for help.
The most important conclusion drawn from this study is that there is no specific universal
definition for college-student food insecurity. It is impossible to sum up the experiences of food
insecure students into one definition given the circumstantial nature of this issue and given that
there are many factors that can lead to one self identifying as food insecure. This fact was made
obvious by the variances in experiences among student participants in this study. Though I was
able to draw common themes and some commonalities among experiences, no two participants
experienced food insecurity in the same way, despite being on the same campus. It is possible
that an increase in awareness could lead to a concrete and universal definition; some literature
argues that this should occur. Nikolaus et al. (2020) demonstrated the vast variation in how food
insecurity is assessed on college campuses and argued that it is imperative that instruments such
as surveys for measuring food insecurity be used in order to prevent misclassification. While I
agree that these types of surveys could be useful in assessing the prevalence of food insecurity on
college campuses, I argue that there should not be a universal measure for classifying students
nor should universities create their own measures. Instead, I believe that food security status
should be contingent self reports. Though this will require faith in humanity in believing that no
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students will take advantage of this system, I think that any other measurement system could
cause some food insecure students who do not fit the mold of a traditional food insecure student
(not being able to afford food) to slip through the cracks and be left out of intervention methods.
Students should not have to "meet the criteria" determined by a survey in order to receive aid for
issues such as food insecurity. Instead, anyone who needs food, especially on college campuses
where students should be supported by their institutions, should have access to it. This leads to
my suggestions for Bucknell administration.

Campus Suggestions
It is imperative that Bucknell administration begin listening to students about the issues
that they are facing on this campus and demonstrating this hearing by implementing some of the
desired changes mentioned by students. It is a suggestion that seems so simple yet has been
proven time and time again to be exceedingly difficult for Bucknell. There must be a change in
the dynamic between administrators and students to allow more students to be heard and
validated. Too many times, students trying to demand change are faced with excuses and
complaints,leading them to feel guilty and frustrated. Sara told me that many administrators
complained to her about having their inboxes flooded with emails after making the changes to
the fall 2020 meal plans. President John Bravman complained in a campus email about having to
spend time defending the University from a charge to the PA Attorney General Josh Shapiro of
COVID-19 price gouging following the announcement of the increase in meal plan costs. To that
Sara replied (to me) "Your email is full. My stomach is empty" (Sara, personal communication,
March 18, 2021). It is the job of the administrators to take care of the Bucknell students. An
influx of complaints and calls to action when they fail to care should be normalized rather than
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met with complaints or frustration. Additionally, I implore Bucknell administrators to be mindful
of being quick to react to these complaints with defense of the policies. This typical response is
what creates the barriers between students and administrators and hinders the possibility for
change. Instead, students need to have opportunities to have their voices heard in an environment
that is free from interruption or criticism. There is great power that comes from empathy.
As a member of the task force, I can report that the first few meetings were exhausting as
all of the members, who had a variety of different experiences and background knowledge
surrounding food insecurity, attempted to get on the same page as one another. In addition, it was
very frustrating to determine common goals of the task force as we were constantly reminded
that we were an operational task force meaning that our recommendations could not guarantee
action taken. The dynamic on the task force was also upsetting to me as a student member
because students were extremely underrepresented which led them to be interrupted and ignored
frequently by members of the administration. It was disheartening to have our ideas ignored only
to have a faculty member share the same idea and be praised. There needs to be a space where
students are able to speak with administrators and have their voices be heard. One suggestion for
one such environment for students to voice their concerns, given to me by Jenny, is a town hall in
which students are "listened to, not interrupted, and not cut off" (Jenny, personal communication,
March 16, 2021).
Another suggestion for Bucknell is to continue to work to decrease the stigma
surrounding food insecurity and other social issues on campus. It should not have taken a global
pandemic for students to become comfortable sharing their experiences and this comfort should
continue long after the pandemic is over. Bucknell is an institution that prides itself on
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continuing to admit more diverse classes every year. As this increase in diversity occurs, so too
should an increase in the inclusion efforts in making all students feel welcome at this University.
The final and most important suggestion for Bucknell administration is to make the
aggressive and long-term changes discussed in chapter four of this thesis. It is embarrassing that
at a wealthy institution like Bucknell, students must pursue a variety of outside aid options
instead of being able to receive aid directly from administration. Whether this is making meal
plans free for students who receive financial aid or increasing the Dean’s emergency fund in
order to make sure that it includes enough money for all students at Bucknell to receive three full
meals per day, real action needs to be taken to ensure that no student goes hungry on this
campus.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
As is true for all research studies, the present study has some limitations. First,
participants for this study were difficult to acquire due to the surge in COVID-19 cases during
the time of the interviews as well as a lack of motivation caused by COVID-19. Snowball
sampling was used to find three of the interviewees, however an abandonment of this method
was needed in order to obtain the final two participants. Additionally, the limited number of
participants did not allow for me to be selective about who was interviewed. This led to all of my
participants being seniors at Bucknell and no underclassmen being interviewed. Future research
should include participants from various grade levels in order to examine how food insecurity
changes over one’s four years at Bucknell.
Another limitation of the current study is that there was limited available literature on the
impacts of COVID-19 on college student food insecurity at the time of the research. The
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literature in this field is expanding rapidly and it will be important for future research to explore
and include this new information. Future research done on this topic should reference the present
study in order to examine how Bucknell responds to the increase in demand for change
surrounding food insecurity on campus.
Concluding Remarks
This research has demonstrated the scope of the issue of food insecurity at Bucknell. This
is a large issue with systemic roots that requires long-term and aggressive changes from Bucknell
administration. While I hope that this research leaves a lasting impact on food insecurity at
Bucknell, I also hope that it inspires others to continue to do this work. I want this research to be
used in the future as a way to hold Bucknell accountable to make the necessary changes and
work towards solving this issue.
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Appendix A
Interview Questions
1. What are some of the qualities of your life that make you self identify as food insecure?
2. What does the experience of food insecurity look like for a student at Bucknell?
3. What effects can this have on students, outside of simply the feeling of hunger(ei
academics, social, etc.)
4. What, if anything, has Bucknell done in response to food insecurity on campus?
5. How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected food insecurity at Bucknell?
6. Do you feel comfortable speaking about your experiences with food insecurity to your
peers?
7. What are your suggestions for how to solve this issue?
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Appendix B
Email Communications from Bucknell Administrators
07/24/2020 email from Eileen Petula titled "Changes to Meal Plan Options"
Dear Students,
As we prepare to reopen campus in August, Bucknell is making several important adjustments to the dining
program. I write to share an update on our meal plans, which have been simplified to provide better options and
service.
After a thorough review of the meal program, parts of which were last updated in 2005, the University has made the
decision to move to a streamlined model that gives you the option of choosing the weekly meal plan that best meets
your needs. Beginning this fall, 19 meals per week will be offered (breakfast, lunch and dinner on weekdays, and
lunch and dinner on weekends). All first-year students living on campus will automatically be enrolled in the full
19-meal-per-week plan. All sophomores, juniors and seniors living on campus will be required to select one of the
following three options:
●
●
●

19 meals/week and $200 Dining Dollars — $2,750 (access to all 19 weekly meals)
12 meals/week and $200 Dining Dollars — $1,950 (choose any 12 of the 19 weekly meals)
7 meals/week and $200 Dining Dollars — $1,400 (choose any 7 of the 19 weekly meals)

Key Meal Program Changes
●

●
●
●

The $700 Dining Dollar plan, formerly the most minimal option, has been replaced by the
7-meal-per-week plan, which supports an important part of residential life at Bucknell. This new
minimal meal plan will ensure that every student has access to at least one full meal every day
throughout the semester while recognizing that some students will choose to prepare other meals in their
residence hall kitchens.
You can use one meal swipe per meal period whenever our four main dining facilities are open
(Bostwick Marketplace, the Terrace Room, the Bison and the Commons Café).
Each week, meals are reset on Monday morning before breakfast. Unused meals do not "roll over" to the
next week. If you run out of meal swipes, you can still purchase meals using other means of payment.
You can check your meal plan balance in myBucknell.
Dining Dollars can be used at 7th Street Café, the Flying Bison and the Library Café. They can also be
used in the main dining areas if you are out of weekly swipes.

Signing Up for a Plan
●

●
●
●

All students who will be living in Bucknell housing this fall, except first-years, must sign up for a
meal plan in MyHOME. Sign-ups will begin at 10 a.m. EDT on Monday, July 27, and close at
midnight on Thursday, Aug. 13. Those who do not select a meal plan during this period will be enrolled
in the 7-meal plan.
Sophomores, juniors and seniors who are unable to sign up by Aug. 13 or whose circumstances change
can make meal plan changes in myBucknell from Aug. 14 through Friday, Aug. 28, at 4:30 p.m. EST.
Please allow up to two days for changes to be processed. No changes will be permitted after Aug. 28.
Meal plans begin with dinner on Sunday, Aug. 16. There will be no charge to students for meals during
the five-day move-in period (Aug. 11-16).
Fall semester meal plans end with dinner on Friday, Nov. 20.

Fraternity Members
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As recently shared with fraternity leaders and based on governmental guidelines, the University has suspended all
in-house meal service in University-owned fraternity houses for health and safety reasons related to the pandemic.
As a result, all fraternity members who live in University-owned houses are required to sign up for a University
meal plan for 2020-2021 to ensure consistent meal access. Questions should be directed to your chapter president or
to Natalie Brewster, director of fraternity and sorority affairs, at nab020@bucknell.edu.
More Information
Complete details about meal plan options, dining hours, menu selections and more can be found on the Dining
Services website. For more information about the meal plans or signup, please contact Lori Wilson, director of
business services, at lwilson@bucknell.edu. Questions about the menu or food service may be directed to
dining@bucknell.edu.
Sincerely,
Eileen Petula
Vice President for Finance & Administration

07/29/2020 email from Eileen Petula and Lori Wilson titled "Meal Plan Options Additional Information"
Dear Bucknellians,
Thank you for reaching out to us and for sharing your perspectives, ideas and concerns regarding the new meal plan
options. We value your voice and appreciate your sincerity in ensuring healthy, affordable and flexible dining
options for yourselves and for one another. Please know that we share your investment in such goals and thus remain
committed to providing a comprehensive meal plan program with nutritious and consistent access to as many dining
options as feasible during this pandemic.
This fall the Bucknell dining experience will be very different. Students should anticipate that all food will be served
by a dining team member in to-go packaging; there will be no made-to-order offerings or self-service; and all dining
spaces across campus will offer the same menu for any given meal, including the Bison and Commons.
As a predominantly residential community, Bucknell recognizes the value of community living experiences that
feature dining opportunities that foster, support and enhance student success. The adjustments to the dining plan
enable this experience and meet the goal of ensuring that every student who resides in University housing has
consistent access to nutritious meals throughout the semester.
We were in the process of reviewing all meal plan offerings, including the minimal $700 option which was
established in 2005, when those efforts were accelerated by the onset of COVID-19. This forced us to consider not
only the 15-year impact of inflation on the purchasing power of the $700 per semester option but also our capacity
to accommodate dining needs in the midst of a pandemic. The new plans will ensure that every residential student
has access to at least one full meal each day throughout the semester.
We encourage you to visit our Dining Services list of FAQs. If you need more information about the meal plans or
signups, please contact Lori Wilson, director of business services, at lwilson@bucknell.edu. You may also direct
your menu or food service questions to dining@bucknell.edu. If you have questions related to your financial
circumstances, please contact the Office of Financial Aid at finaid@bucknell.edu or by phone at 570-577-1331.
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Sincerely,
Eileen E. Petula
Vice President for Finance & Administration
Lori Wilson
Director of Business Services

08/14/2020 email from John Bravman titled "Information About Dining Changes"
Dear Students, Parents and Families,
In recent weeks, we’ve heard from many students expressing concern and confusion about changes to the
University’s dining options. I am writing to acknowledge your frustration and dismay about the new meal plan
structure, and to apologize for not communicating this change more effectively. We should have provided better
context to explain the reasoning behind the new plans. I’ll try to provide some clarity in this email, share some
additional information about meal plan choices and explain in detail how they differ from previous years.
First, I want to assure you that profits are not the goal of our dining operation, and Bucknell has not increased the
cost of the meal plan to increase profits — per-meal breakfast and dinner prices have actually decreased from last
year. We are aware that circumstances related to the pandemic have placed an additional financial strain on some
families.
Our aim is to provide more meals to help protect the safety and welfare of our students. For more details about this
and other aspects of our dining plan changes, please visit our website. Our dining program is not as simple as some
might think, and explaining its key elements may help answer some of the questions you’ve raised over the past few
weeks.
Key Elements
1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

Food and drinks for students are available at Bucknell principally through two payment mechanisms:
"meals" and "retail."
"Meals" are all-you-care-to-eat, and most typical of what students find at Bostwick Cafeteria. "Meals" are
obtained through "swipes" on one’s BUID card. "Swipes" are not differentiated by meal type (e.g.,
breakfast, lunch, brunch or dinner).
"Retail" refers to a large variety of á la carte items, pre-packaged and made-to-order, that are available
across campus in many different venues. Prior to Fall 2020, the Bison food court has offered the greatest
variety of retail items. Retail items are available to anyone for cash, and to students with "Dining Dollars"
on their BUID.
Dining Dollars are part of student meal plans but can also be added at any time throughout the year. This
means that Dining Dollars are equivalent to a prepaid charge card (debit account). Dining Dollars may only
be used for dining on campus.
First-year students are required to purchase the "all-access" meal plan, which provides 19 meals (via
"swipes") per week.
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6.

Sophomores, juniors and seniors have typically had a variety of options from which to choose, ranging
from the all-access 19-meal plan down to a $700 Dining Dollars option (debit account), which provided no
meal swipes at all.
7. All sophomores, juniors and seniors have had to purchase a meal plan of one type or another for decades,
with the exception of members of fraternities (roughly 500 students) that have their own house and those
that live off campus (roughly 250 students).
8. By far the most popular option for sophomores, juniors and seniors has historically been the $700 Dining
Dollars (debit account); in Fall 2019, 1,267 students opted for this plan. This plan has not been increased in
price for at least 15 years, and has been the minimum required even for our students who live in on-campus
apartments with kitchens.
9. Students who receive financial aid from the University have their comprehensive fee and aid package
calculated based on the most expensive meal option, the all-access 19-meal-per-week plan. This plan costs
$2,750 per semester.
10. Bucknell has long held a policy of allowing financial aid recipients to "buy down" from the all-access plan
to a lower-priced plan, applying the difference either to their remaining bill or to a cash payout. In Fall
2019, fewer than 60 highly aided students bought down from the all-access plan to the $700 Dining Dollars
option (debit account).
A Different Dining Experience
As we made plans to reopen campus this year amid the realities of a global pandemic, we soon realized that —
among many other parts of campus — our dining program will necessarily be very different. On the "retail" side, the
variety of items available will be sharply lower, and all made-to-order items have been eliminated. This has been
done to move everyone through our serveries as quickly as possible during the pandemic. On the "meals" side, we
have three options available, providing 19, 12 or seven meals per week. Meals will be packaged by food service staff
while students make their selections, and will be "all-you-care-to-eat." Different for Fall 2020 — and to meet CDC
and PA Department of Health guidelines related to COVID-19 safety — is that students may go through the line
only once, and may pack their food into their own reusable bags or into a standard bag provided by the cashier.
Cooking to order, however, will not be available.
We also eliminated the $700 Dining Dollars option (debit account) as a meal plan choice. Maintaining the general
policy that all students must purchase a meal plan, the lowest price available is now the seven meal per week plan,
for which we set the price at $1,400 per semester. This plan also includes $200 Dining Dollars.
Lastly, this year we are also requiring fraternity members to purchase a University meal plan, as we have closed
their self-operated kitchens in accordance with health and safety procedures necessitated by the pandemic. (This is
not true for the two groups that retain ownership and legal authority over their houses.)
Environmental Impact
As these dining changes are implemented, we continue to make choices that prioritize our commitment to
sustainability.
1.
2.

Food is served in containers made of natural sugarcane fiber or in a simple wrap of parchment paper or foil.
The minimal amount of packaging is used to reduce waste.
Students are offered a plastic bag when they enter, but they are not required to take one. The bags offered
are made from recycled materials and are degradable. Students and guests are invited to bring their own
reusable bags.
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3.

4.
5.
6.

Water can only be served in plastic bottles. Students are welcome to use their own refillable water bottle.
They can fill their water bottle in the Mall area of the ELC before picking up their meal in Bostwick; and
there are water-filling stations located in the Bison and the Commons. Indoors, students and guests should
recycle empty bottles and cans in the recycling containers that have been in place.
Outdoors, Facilities is placing trash and recycling near many of the picnic tables. If recycling cans are not
already in place in some areas, they should be soon.
Plastic utensils are individually offered so students take only what they need. There will be signage on
dispensers to let guests know they can bring their own reusable utensils.
We cannot offer wooden utensils because there is no safe and sanitary dispenser available to distribute
them. They would need to be individually wrapped, but they would then come wrapped in plastic and
would include an entire set of utensils, which does not support sustainability.

Food Insecurity
The Food Insecurity Group, which began focusing on this issue in 2019, recommended in February 2020 that the
University offer only two meal plan options, of 19 and 12 meals per week, and to eliminate the $700 Dining Dollars
option (debit account). We were not able to start considering the full ramifications of their plan because of the onset
of the pandemic. Nonetheless, their ideas were imported into our COVID-19 planning over the past six weeks.
In the end, a third plan comprising seven meals per week was added given the concerns that moving the minimum
option from a $700 Dining Dollars option (debit account) to an approximately $2,000, 12-meal plan was too big a
change for one year, especially during the pandemic. We also believed that, because retail options are limited this
year, we must ensure that students eat at least one full meal per day on campus, which would reduce the potential for
virus exposure during the pandemic. To be clear, we never envisioned that seven meals per week represents
sufficient nutrition, but we do believe that a $700-per-semester debit account most certainly does not.
Looking Ahead
The University remains deeply invested in providing a food-secure environment for our students, and dining options
and costs are long overdue for close examination. And your feedback in recent weeks makes it clear that students are
deeply invested in their dining options.
In response to your requests, and in recognition that we must as a community look more holistically at the
complicated issues of dining options and costs, I will form a task force this academic year comprising students,
faculty and staff to study these issues closely and to bring forward a series of recommendations. I will share more
information at a later date. To express your interest in serving on the task force, or to share your ideas and
suggestions about dining, please contact food@bucknell.edu.
Sincerely,
John C. Bravman
President

09/22/2020 email from John Bravman Titled "Food and Nutrition Task Force"
Dear Bucknellians,
Following my announcement in late summer, I am writing to share that I have appointed 13 students, faculty and
staff to serve on a Food & Nutrition Task Force to assess the overall student dining experience at Bucknell. Please
see the attached document for a summary of the group's charge and a list of its members.
Recognizing that access to affordable and nutritious food is an important component of the educational success of
our students, the task force will assess the normal (non-pandemic) operations of the dining services program and
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recommend strategies for delivery of dining services to promote student success. I have asked the group to make
recommendations by the end of February 2021.
I thank the task force members for agreeing to serve the University in this important role, and I look forward to
advancing these crucial conversations in the months ahead. Comments and suggestions may be sent to
food@bucknell.edu.
My best,
John
CHARGE
The Food & Nutrition Task Force has been convened to assess the overall student dining experience at Bucknell
University. Recognizing that access to affordable and nutritious food is an important component of the educational
success of our students, the task force will assess our dining services program (post-pandemic) and recommend
strategies for delivery of dining services to positively affect student success while balancing the many competing
factors that come into play. The task force will examine the experience of students who live on campus and are
served through the University’s dining services facilities. Topics for consideration will include the following:
1. the diverse nutritional needs and various dietary requirements of our population;
2. the mix of required and optional food service plans;
3. the mix of offerings: meal-swipe ("all you care to eat") plans and retail options;
4. minimization of food insecurity;
5. requirements for campus residents to purchase a food service plan;
6. sustainability;
7. service locations and hours of operation; and
8. finances, cost structures and the role of financial aid in dining options.
The task force is asked to make recommendations by the end of February 2021. Kerin Goecke from my office will
staff this effort. Many colleagues are eager to serve as resources to the Task Force.
MEMBERS
1. Denelle Brown, Associate Dean of Students, Diversity & Inclusion
2. Emma Curtin ’21, Education and Psychology
3. Paula Davis, Associate Professor of Theatre & Dance
4. Heather Fowler, Director of the Office of Accessibility Resources
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5. Caleb Gillen ’24, Civil Engineering
6. Missy Gutkowski, Assistant Dean for Experiential Learning, Freeman College of Management
7. Jasmine Minhas ’22, French and Political Science
8. Kevin Myers, Professor of Psychology
9. Eileen Petula (Co-chair), Vice President for Finance & Administration
10. Julian Ricketson ’21, Education and Psychology
11. Lizzy Rojas ’21, Political Science
12. Mark Spiro (Co-chair), Associate Professor of Biology
13. Katharina Vollmayr-Lee, Professor of Physics
14. Tanya Williams, University Nutritionist
15. Nikki Young, Associate Provost for Equity and Inclusive Excellence

